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Abstract
The original boundaries ofWashington, D.C., created by proclamation of George
Washington in 1791, included a section ofVirginia encompassing the town ofAlexan-
dria. Alexandria retroceded to Virginia in 1846, creating the irregularly shaped nation's
capital that we now have. The reasons generally given for Alexandria breaking its ties to
the District of Columbia include disenfranchisement of the citizens and failure of
Congress to pay sufficient attention to the needs and wishes ofAlexandrians. This, so say
the critics, resulted in general economic stagnation after 1800 and contributed to Alexan-
dria's failure to attain the commercial success of its northern rival, Baltimore, Maryland.
But a closer look at the sources shows that Alexandria was never positioned to be a
serious competitor ofBaltimore and Congress did not detrimentally affect economic
conditions in Alexandria.
Evidence found in contemporary newspapers, supported by surviving trade
records, indicate Alexandria's continual economic dependence upon exports of agricul-
tural products and the local sale of imported goods. Also evident is a lack of coastwise
trade and a failure to develop local manufactures for export. Minutes from the Trustees
Council from 1749 until the town's incorporation in 1779, and of the Common Council
thereafter, denote absentee landlords, continued governance by wealthy planters and
merchants who maintained their principal residences outside of the town proper, and a
lack of attention to municipal problems. Other extant city records expose consistent tax
delinquencies, conservative and often ineffective banking practices, and thwarted efforts
to surmount barriers in the Potomac River above Alexandria.
Baltimore, founded twenty years before Alexandria, was better situated geo-
graphically. The Maryland town was located at the confluence of the Patapsco and the
Chesapeake, and the Patapsco provided better navigation into the hinterlands than did the
Potomac. The Maryland port offered a favorable and welcoming environment for artisans
and mechanics; merchants established a re-export business with Europe, the West Indies,
and the other American colonies; and exporters developed a more diverse trade than that
of Alexandria. These conditions gave Baltimore a head start that Alexandria, its inclusion
in the District of Columbia notwithstanding, was never able to overcome.
A review of the Annals of Congress from 1791 to 1820 indicate the federal
government's positive responses to Alexandria's petitions, an understanding of the
town's problems, and a willingness to grant Alexandria the autonomy it continually
requested. Council minutes and newspapers from this period, on the other hand, contain
evidence of Alexandria's reluctance to form any close alliances with the District, some of
which could have had positive effects on the economy. There were a number of indicators
of Alexandria's satisfaction with things as they were, not the least ofwhich is the lack of
petitions for retrocession during the early decades of Alexandria's tenure as part of the
District.
Very little changed in Alexandria throughout the first two decades of the nine-
teenth century, in spite ofbeing part of the District of Columbia. While proximity alone
provided certain growth opportunities, the continuation of earlier commercial practices,
combined with economic conditions outside Alexandria over which the town had no
control, did limit Alexandria's economic prospects, especially after 1815. But, as this
study illustrates, these limitations were in spite of-rather than because of-the involve-
ment of Congress.
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Preface
My interest in the subject of Alexandria, Virginia, and its economic development stems
from my concern over the issue of statehood for Washington, D.C. As a native
Washingtonian, I was upset by the possibility that the name and the character ofmy
birthplace might be tampered with. The primary reason for statehood, according to its
supporters, is the advisability ofproviding the permanent residents of the District of
Columbia with national voting rights and more effective home rule. It is generally
accepted that the disenfranchisement of the District's citizens is a major cause of their
economic and social problems. l
Local residents in the late-eighteenth and early-nineteenth century had high hopes
for the area, hopes that were later dashed, as they saw it, by Baltimore's siphoning of
Virginia's agricultural production and, later, by the presence of Congress. Historians find
the roots of the latter criticism in the comments of early-nineteenth century residents of
all three ofthe District's municipalities: Washington City, Georgetown, and Alexandria.
The questions for me became: How true were either of these conclusions and how could
the lack ofvoting rights be a cause of economic stagnation? The best place to start
looking for answers was the founding of the District of Columbia
The secondary sources on the capital's first years, when Alexandria was still part
I For a recent discussion ofthis debate see remarks by Charles W. Harris of
Howard University, delivered October 14, 1995, at the Washington, DC, Historical
Studies Conference, held at George Washington University (Copy of draft in author's
possession).
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of the District, are surprisingly limited. There are no major secondary works on
Alexandria, with the exception of an undocumented work by Mary G. Powell, which is
full of colorful stories but short on documentation? One must look, therefore, to histories
of Washington, D.C., for information on Alexandria. Prior to 1991, the only important
modem work was Constance McLaughlin Green's Washington: Village and Capital City,
1818-1878, containing only brief discussion of the years 1790 to 1820. Green considers
Alexandria in her discussion, and writes that the citizens
saw in the transfer of the federal government to the Potomac the dawning of a
bright new future. Later events would lead them to ask themselves why they had
so confidently expected prosperity to follow ....3
Neither Green, nor others writing before or after her, saw the contradiction. IfAlexandria
was such a flourishing area, and contemporary statements as well as recent articles
indicate that many believed that it was, why did residents await a "bright new future"?
The question posed by Green is a good one. Why, indeed, did the citizens have such
grand plans?
The secondary sources indicate that there is room for a study of the economic
development of the already settled, incorporated towns of Georgetown and Alexandria, to
determine why they did not develop as anticipated. This paper looks at one of these areas,
Alexandria.
2 Mary G. Powell, The History of Old Alexandria, Virginia: From July 13, 1749
to May 24, 1861 (Richmond: William Byrd Press, 1928).
3 Constance McLaughlin Green, Washington: Village and Capital City, 1818-
l.8.18 (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1963),6.
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Part I
Introduction
The choice ofWashington, D. C. in general, and Alexandria in particular, as a topic of
study proved to be a timely one. The decade of the 1990s represents the 200th anniversary
of the founding ofWashington, D.C. George Washington, on March 30, 1791, issued a
proclamation officially designating the ten-mile-square area--encompassing sections of
Virginia and Maryland, separated by the Potomac River-as the new seat of the federal
government. Congress officially took up residence in its new home in 1800. Many people
on both sides of the Potomac eagerly awaited the establishment of the new federal district
and local residents were forecasting lucrative futures. Despite concerns, both before and
after 1791, about possible negative effects of the new federal district, area residents
believed that economic prosperity would be theirs. Alexandrians envisioned their town
growing to rival Baltimore, possibly even Philadelphia, a vision held since the l750s.
The earliest works on the District were by two local residents, Richard P. Jackson
and Rufus Rockwell Wilson. Their books were largely undocumented and fall into the
category of memoirs, including much gossip and speculation. Both Jackson and Wilson
characterized the local economies ofAlexandria and Georgetown as having suffered from
their inclusion in the federal district. The first scholarly study was Wilhelmus Bryan's
1914 History of the National Capita1.4 Bryan relied on newspaper articles and other
4 Richard P. Jackson, The Chronicles of Georgetown from 1751-1878
(Washington, DC: Polkinhom, 1989); Rufus Rockwell Wilson, Washington: The Capital
City and its Part in the History of the Nation (Philadelphia: Lippincott, 1902); Wilhelmus
Bogart Bryan, A History of the National Capital, 2 vols. (New York: MacMillan, 1914).
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contemporary writings and echoed Jackson and Wilson in his interpretation of the local
economy. In 1930, John Proctor produced a four-volume history ofWashington. Proctor's
was primarily a narrative history of institutions and covered so many topics that none
received in-depth attention. Little space was devoted to Alexandria and even less to
economic conditions. Green's Washington: Village and Capital, appearing in 1963 and
citing all four of the above mentioned works, characterized Alexandria as a "chief
seaport" that, in the late eighteenth century, "monopolized" Virginia's exports ofwheat
and flour. But Green's interpretation was not based on empirical study. A recent work by
Mary Ferrari challenged Green on that issue, showing that Norfolk, in the late-eighteenth
century, far outpaced Alexandria in shipping. Green's book was followed three years later
by James Sterling Young's The Washington Community: 1800-1828, which dealt, very
critically, with physical and spatial problems of the District and their relevance to the
creation of a republic. 5
From 1941 through 1991 a number ofhistorians, in unpublished theses and
dissertations, focused on narrow aspects of the early decades ofWashington, D.C., some
concentrating on Alexandria and two looking at Alexandria in the period prior to 1780.
Only Thomas Duffy, inhis 1965 Master's thesis, looked at the economy ofAlexandria
critically and found reasons other than the presence of the federal Congress for
5 John Clagett Proctor, Washington Past and Present, vols. 1-4 (New York: Lewis
Historical Publishing Co., 1930); Mary Ferrari, "Artisans of the South: A Comparative
Study of Norfolk, Charleston and Alexandria, 1763-1800," (Ph.D. diss., College of
William and Mary in Virginia, 1992); James Sterling Young, The Washington
Community: 1800-1828 (New York: Columbia University Press, 1966).
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nineteenth-century economic decline.6 Duffy does not, however, look too carefully at the
period prior to 1820, and overlooks many of the roots of the decline. Duffy concludes that
it was primarily lethargy and apathy that led to Alexandria's weakened economy. Missing
from the literature is any detailed treatment of the period 1780 to 1820.
In anticipation of the bicentennial of Alexandria's incorporation in 1779,
numerous articles appeared in the 1970s on the town's history. Local historians frequently
inflated Alexandria's status prior to its being ceded to the federal city, and criticized the
District for its inattention to Alexandria after 1800. William B. Hurd referred to the
commercial rivalry between Alexandria and Georgetown and described congressional
debates between 1800 and 1820 over canals, bridges, and public buildings. These debates,
Hurd claimed, were "always decided in favor of ... Georgetown ... [and] doomed
Alexandria's economic aspirations." Other writers referred to Alexandria in terms that
echoed the sentiments of their eighteenth- and nineteenth-century counterparts regarding
Alexandria's status by 1790. An article in Alexandria History stated that by the mid-
1780s, "Alexandria was the thriving social and political center ofNorthem Virginia."
Another article appearing in Fireside Sentinel, a bi-monthly publication of the Alexandria
Library, Lloyd House, told readers that in 1795, based on aggregate tonnage, Alexandria
was the seventh largest port in the United States. But this article failed to point out, as it
lauded Alexandria, the town's relative position. Among the four largest seaports was
Baltimore as well as Norfolk, Virginia. Alexandria was not even the largest port in its
6 Thomas F. Duffy, "The Decline of the Port ofAlexandria, Virginia, 1800-
1861," (M.A. thesis, Georgetown University, 1965). Duffy's work does not appear in any
indexes or databases. T. Michael Miller, historian of the Historic Society of Alexandria,
located a copy held by Lloyd House.
7
own state. Further, Alexandria ranked will below the number six seaport.7
The most recent work on Washington is Kenneth R. Bowling's 1991 monograph,
The Creation of Washington, D.C.: The Idea and Location of the American Capital.
Bowling's is a detailed and enlightening history of events prior to 1800 when Congress
and the President took up residence on the shores of the Potomac. Bowling did not look at
Washington's history beyond that time, nor did he discuss economic issues surrounding
the town's founding and developmentin relationship to Alexandria.8
In September 1991, in the introduction to a special bicentennial issue of
Washington History, the journal of the Washington Historical Society, Bowling called for
scholarship that would "demolish the myth that the area [of the federal district] was a
wilderness in 1791" as well as other misconceptions surrounding the District's
development. Bowling suggests that the bicentennial decade is the ideal time for such a
revision. He considers the first decades of the District of Columbia to be "a critical time
period in our city's history, a myth-ridden period that has received no in-depth attention"
since the 1940s. He looks forward to the time when Washington is described in more
flattering terms than those used by Young in Washington Community.9
7 William B. Hurd, "The City of Alexandria and Alexandria (Arlington) County,"
Alexandria History 5 (1983): 3-10; T. Michael Miller, "Philip Richard Fendall, 1734-
1805: Banker, Lawyer and Entrepreneur," Alexandria History 8 (1990): 16-28; Fireside
Sentine18 (September/October 1994): 50.
8 Kenneth R. Bowling, The Creation ofWashington, D.C.: The Idea and Location
of the American Capital (Fairfax: George Mason University Press, 1991).
9 Bowling, "Introduction," Washington History 3 (Spring/Summer 1991): 5-9.
The 1940's studies are John Joseph Walsh's "The Banks of the District of Columbia,"
(Ph.D. diss., Catholic University of America, 1940) and Margaret Leech's Reveille in
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A study of the type called for by Bowling is not easy, first because of the paucity
of extant material and, second, because of the overlap in jurisdictional responsibility in
the early years of the District. Census figures are sketchy, especially for the decades prior
to 1820. Colonial population estimates are generally speculative, and faulty census taking
and the disappearance ofmany of the census manuscripts makes the early post-
revolutionary era equally hard to document. This sparse documentation helps to explain
the lack of empirical studies dealing with the first three decades of the District.
The difficulties with sources, primary as well as secondary, are compounded by
the tendency of some post-1800 contemporaries as well as historians to look at
Alexandria, Georgetown, and Washington City separately, while others group them all
together under the term Federal District. For example, an 1822 City Directory for
Washington, D.C. includes all ofthe residents of Washington City and of Georgetown,
but not those ofAlexandria. Nowhere in the volume is this fact noted and the researcher
only discovers this after cross-referencing the names in the directory with tax and census
lists. Other problems arise from the fact that some historians refer to "the district" when
they mean only the small area set aside for the federal buildings; others when they are
referring to Washington City-the area other than Alexandria and Georgetown; and still
others when they talk of the entire District of Columbia, encompassing all three
municipalities.
What are the "myths" or misconceptions that Bowling would have us demolish?
The one most widely held and oft repeated is that the capital was built upon a swamp.
Washington, 1860-1865, (New York: Harper Bros., 1941).
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Young and others suggest that this location was the reason for the town's muddy streets,
lack of adequate housing, culture, genteel residents and residences. Not only was this
criticism unfairly extended to Alexandria and Georgetown, it ignored the fact that many
late-eighteenth and early-nineteenth century towns can be similarly described. A second
misconception is that the coming of Congress to the shores of the Potomac sounded a
death-knell for economic development. Critics cite an unresponsive Congress, lack of
federal buildings on the Virginia side, and the continuation of rule under the archaic laws
ofVirginia among the reasons for economic stagnation, all contributing to early and
frequent calls for retrocession. '0
The theory that Alexandria and Georgetown suffered under the jurisdiction of the
federal district is based largely on the comments of the residents themselves, who had
expectations of their respective towns growing to rival such centers of commerce as
Baltimore, New York, and even Philadelphia. For example, an 1899 business directory
stated, without providing any documentation, that "progress [was] very much impeded"
in Alexandria by its inclusion in the federal district." To date, however, such hypotheses
are based on conjecture rather than on empirical studies. A third theory, and one that this
study also questions, is that the disenfranchisement of the residents wrested internal
control from them, leaving them little power or influence over their economic
development.
10 Alexandria, as well as Georgetown,remained subject to the laws ofVirginia
and Maryland respectively, as they were written as of 1800, even after annexation to the
District, and without benefit of any later changes in those states' laws.
" Alexandria, Virginia. The Susque-Centennial Business Directory (1899), 2.
This anniversary issue included a history of Alexandria.
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As for the first "myth," that the area was a swamp, ample evidence exists to the
contrary. Bowling, in Creation of Washington, D.C., begins to destroy the notion that
Washington was an unsuitable location for a capital. Many contemporary accounts of
visitors to the area, both American and European, and local histories of other late-
eighteenth and early-nineteenth century towns, support the contention that D.C. was no
worse, in terms ofmunicipal improvements, than other late-eighteenth or early-nineteenth
century American towns. To give one example, Petersburg, Virginia, was described by
one 1786 visitor as "the most dirty place [he] ever saw." He complained of"streets [that]
are very irregular, and not a respectable building in the Borough." Suzanne Lebsock's
portrayal ofPetersburg reads much differently, as she recounts a history oftown
development not unlike Alexandria. 12 But it is the second and third "myths" that are the
focus of this study. And while both Alexandria and Georgetown are deserving ofequal
treatment in any study of the District's development, I have chosen to focus, here at least,
on Alexandria.
The framework for this study is suggested by the questions one must ask in order
to ascertain if, indeed, the economic development ofAlexandria was such that rivaling
Baltimore was a realistic expectation and, further, whether Alexandria was detrimentally
affected by its cession to the federal district:
1. What was the nature ofAlexandria's economic development from 1745 to
12 Suzanne Lebsock, The Free Women ofPetersburg (New York: Norton, 1989),
1. Lebsock looks at Petersburg, Virginia, in the late-eighteenth and early-nineteenth
centuries, and considers it no better or worse in civic planning or municipal upkeep than
other towns of that period.
11
1790, and how did this development compare with that of Baltimore?
2. Did Alexandria's economy decline or stagnate during its early tenure as part of
the District?
3. What factors, besides incorporation in the Federal District, influenced
Alexandria's economic development after l790?
When considering the first question, it is necessary to review the history of Alexandria as
part ofVirginia and the Chesapeake area as a whole. This question as well as the next can
be addressed by doing a quantitative study of Alexandria, looking at population growth,
levels of exports, and the development of institutions that economic historians tell us are
needed to establish and maintain growth. The second question also suggests examination
of the public records. How much input did the Alexandria residents have with the federal
government? Was federal aid given to Alexandria on par with that provided to other
towns? The third question will be addressed by examining the factors that contributed to
the general economic development of the town during this period, as well as Baltimore.
In considering the three questions posed above, a picture will emerge of
Alexandria that does not support the "myths." Alexandria did grow steadily, albeit
slowly, as a seaport from 1745 to 1770. The town experienced significant growth from
1770 to 1800, and enjoyed commercial prosperity from 1800 to 1820. But Alexandria was
not in a position, geographically or otherwise, to challenge Baltimore. Furthermore,
"::>
Alexandria, in spite of the disenfranchisement of its residents after 1800, maintained a
sufficient level of autonomy-and a sufficient voice in Congress-to control its own
economic destiny.
The economic development of Alexandria, Virginia, from 1745 to 1820 was
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driven by four distinct factors that this study will illustrate. Three reflect choices made by
the residents themselves, while the fourth was a topographical limitation that consistently
eluded the residents' efforts to correct. First, the elitist, slave owning founders and leaders
ofAlexandria discouraged the development of an artisan class and as a result their town
did not attract the same type of immigrants who settled in Baltimore. Second, the money
to be made from tobacco, the influence of the Scots, and the credit made available to
tobacco planters by Scottish firms resulted in many Alexandrians concentrating on one
area of commerce to the exclusion of others in the decades prior to the Revolution. Third,
absentee landlords, as much in evidence in 1820 as 1749, did not pay as much attention to
the development of Alexandria as perhaps they could have. Finally, the topography of the
area, including the natural barriers in the Potomac River as well as the lack of streams to
supply waterpower for mills, eliminated many of the commercial opportunities enjoyed
by Baltimore. It was the combination of these factors that determined Alexandria's fate.
The Early Colonial Period, 1607-1745
Alexandria did not come into existence until nearly a century-and-a-half after the
founding of the colony ofVirginia. And while Alexandria is not a microcosm of the
entire colony, the history ofVirginia, including its economy, style of government, and
interaction with Great Britain, were important elements in the development of Alexandria
and its position in comparison with Baltimore. Virginia's history established the basis for
much of the activity in Alexandria, from its founding in 1749 though the early nineteenth
century. 13
13 For an in-depth discussion of colonial Virginia, see Warren M. Billings et aI,
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By 1617 the colonists ofVirginia, who needed a source of revenue to guarantee
survival, shipped a cargo of sweet-smelling tobacco to England, an event that determined
their future. The land near the Chesapeake Bay was perfect for growing tobacco, and the
bay's tributaries made it very easy for the tobacco planters to get their crop to market.
Individual planters located their plantations near the rivers, and English ships sailed up
first the James, later the York, and eventually the Potomac, loading the precious cargo
directly on to ships bound for England (Appendix, Map 1). There was no need for
centralized debarkation points, a condition that discouraged the concentration of
I . 14sett ement III towns.
The ease with which crops were delivered to market, combined with the
availability of land, enabled planters to grow tobacco at relatively low production costs.
The profits anticipated by tobacco planters spurred many of them to acquire large
plantations and equally large numbers ofservants and field hands, especially in the
tidewater. Tobacco was a labor-intensive crop and by the end of the seventeenth century
indentured servants, the original source of labor on the tobacco plantations, no longer
arrived in sufficient numbers to maintain the necessary level ofplanting. The solution
was slaves, and the move from white indentured servants to African slaves would playa
large role in the development of the colony.
Colonial Virginia: A History (White Plains, NY: KTO, 1986). The editors ofa recent
guide to historical literature cite this as the most competent and authoritative of the
general histories ofVirginia.
14 Edmund S. Morgan, American Slavery, American Freedom: The Ordeal of
Colonial Virginia (New York: Norton, 1975),90. Morgan's monograph is generally
regarded as offering the best interpretation of the character of the early settlers; Stuart
Bruchey, Roots ofAmerican Economic Growth (New York: Harper & Row, 1968), 16.
14
Africans, some ofwhom were enslaved, numbered among the inhabitants of
Virginia as early as 1619. In 1660 the Virginia Assembly eliminated local duties on Dutch
traders bringing slaves into the colony, making slaves a cost-effective source oflabor.
Equally significant was the fact that slaves were bound for life and would, therefore, not
add to the numbers of freemen competing for land, as did servants when their terms of
indenture expired. England's chartering of the Royal Africa Company in 1672 made
slaves even more easily obtained, and Bacon's Rebellion in 1676 caused fewer white
indentured servants to come to the colony. 15 By the end of the colony's first century, slave
labor was firmly ensconced on the tobacco plantations. The indentured servants who
came to Virginia after 1718 were more likely than their predecessors to have artisanal
skills as the tobacco field work was being done entirely by slaves. By the second quarter
of the eighteenth century the slave population was largely native born after decades of
natural increase, a situation cementing planters' preference for enslaved Africans as a
16
source of labor.
Through the first half of the eighteenth century the presence of such a large slave
15 Morgan, American Slavery, 105,299. Bacon's Rebellion shattered the
otherwise calm in Virginia and exposed the exploitation of landless freemen, making the
colony less attractive to indentured servants. Morgan discusses these issues in Chapter 13,
"Rebellion," 250-270.
16 Lois Green Carr and Lorena S. Walsh, "Economic Diversification and Labor
Organization in the Chesapeake, 1650-1820," in Stephen Innes, ed., Work and Labor in
Early America (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1988), 143-188; Walsh,
"Slave Life, Slave Society, and Tobacco Production in the Tidewater Chesapeake, 1620-
1820," in Ira Berlin and Philip D. Morgan, eds., Cultivation and Culture: Labor and the
Shaping of Slave Life in the Americas (Charlottesville: University Press ofVirginia,
1993), 171.
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population did not invite artisans and mechanics to the area, as they did not want to
compete with low wages paid to slaves who were frequently hired out. As a result, there
was no "white agricultural proletariat" in the Bay area. 17 The declining numbers of
indentured servants and the lack of artisans caused little concern for the planters, as they
were profiting immensely from the arrival of another group.
The profits to be made from tobacco attracted the attention of large trading houses
in Glasgow and Edinburgh, many of which sent representatives to Virginia. After 1707,
Scottish factors, urged by their overseas employers to develop efficient methods of
gathering and inventorying tobacco for shipment, cut time in port by one-half, allowing
the Virginia planter-merchants to ship more tobacco in a shorter time period. In addition,
sailing from the Chesapeake directly to Glasgow rather than to London enabled ships to
avoid the usually treacherous and frequently impassable English Channel. This route
reduced by two weeks the average time for tobacco to reach its destination. This had the
effect of reducing wages, enabling the Scots to realize higher profits from tobacco than
did their London counterparts. By 1720 the Scots had taken over a large portion of the
trade, and their efficiency and trading contacts opened the door for substantial profits for
the planters. But while the financial contributions of the Scots enriched the lives of
individual planters and merchants, much of the profits were retained by Glasgow firms.
This would become a very important consideration in Alexandria's economic
18development.
17 Allan Kulikoff, Tobacco and Slaves: The Development of Southern Cultures in
the Chesapeake, 1680-1800 (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1986), 76.
18 Allan 1. KalTaS, Sojourners in the Sun: Scottish Migrants in Jamaica and the
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Another factor influencing Virginia's economy was its relative independence from
British interference in its governance, as the Crown and Parliament were otherwise
occupied. In the seventeenth century, civil war in England, wars with the Dutch, and later
the Glorious Revolution, demanded more attention than did the American colonies.
Tobacco created the largest revenue of any colonial product throughout the seventeenth
century, and accounted for 25 percent of the King's customs revenue, further contributing
to Virginia's freedom from royal meddling. But Virginia did not have complete
autonomy. There were numerous settlements throughout the Chesapeake area by the late-
seventeenth century, but not of the type that satisfied the mother country. In 1676, the
English Privy Council sent Lord Culpepper, the new governor ofVirginia, to the colony
with a decree directing the colonists to establish more substantial towns. The English
Board of Trade was concerned that Virginia had not developed in the same fashion as
other colonies, particularly those in New England. "Virginia lacked towns and their
amenities, including trades and manufactures ... well educated children ... [and]
industrious thriving people." 19
The Board members surmised that Virginia's gentry, most of whom came from
the English countryside, could not appreciate the economic benefits of metrQpolitan
development. It is also quite likely that those Virginians who had seen large towns,
particularly London's East End, were not eager to recreate such an environment. One
Chesapeake, 1740-1800 (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1991) 84-85, 7; James F.
Shepherd and Gary M. Walton, Shipping, Maritime Trade, and the Economic
Development of Colonial North America (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
1974), 78-79.
19 Morgan, American Slavery, 146-48,347; Billings et aI, Colonial Virginia, 135.
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tobacco merchant, Micah Perry, spoke for the majority in 1690 when he said that there
were no objections to the building of towns, as long as they "were not to give birth to
manufacturing. ,,20 Artisans and manufacturers, who tended to be landless freemen, could
become dependent and unruly during hard times or periods ofconflict (witness Bacon's
Rebellion). Large numbers of them were to be avoided ifpeace was to be sustained.21 By
the beginning of the eighteenth century, Virginia's planters maintained a guarded
enthusiasm toward the concept of expansion and growth. The tidewater elites were
content with a "cultural identity [that] would be fulfilled in the elegance of 'Country
Seats' rather than the artisanship ofbustling towns.,,22
The overwhelming abundance of free land in the seventeenth century caused many
Virginia planters to view their colony as one of unlimited opportunity. During the first
half of the eighteenth century this optimism prevailed as the volume of tobacco
production in Virginia tripled, primarily due to tobacco sales in France controlled by a
royal monopoly. As tobacco production increased, so did the planter class, particularly in
the northern neck ofVirginia, the area having the heaviest concentration of enslaved
Africans. Only the wealthiest planters could afford the large numbers of slaves required to
run the increasingly larger, high profit tobacco plantations. Correspondingly, the area
20 James P.Horn, Adapting to a New World: English Society in the Seventeenth
Century Chesapeake (Chapel Hill: Published for the Institute ofEarly American History
and Culture, Williamsburg, Virginia, by the University ofNorth Carolina, Press, 1994),
46-48. Perry is quoted in Billings et aI, Colonial Virginia, 147.
21 Morgan, American Slavery, 384.
22 Billings et aI, Colonial Virginia, 135.
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attracted immigrants with capital and also well-to-do migrants from other areas of
Virginia. These elites continued to avoid the establishment of towns, fearing the
development of "urban, artisan, middle-class values at variance with trends in
Chesapeake society.,,23 This reluctance to expand the artisan population would have
detrimental effects on Alexandria in the late-eighteenth and early-nineteenth centuries.
Continual and increasing tobacco cultivation depleted the soil, forcing planters to
move to more fertile areas.24 By the second quarter of the eighteenth century, settlement
had moved northward and westward along the Potomac to the property ofLord Fairfax,
an area approximately one-fifth of the entire area ofpresent-day Virginia. The Fairfax
property was well suited to tobacco planting and the planters prospered. The level of
tobacco production was sufficient to prompt the planters, in 1732, to urge the Virginia
Assembly to designate an area along the Potomac River, in what was then Prince William
County, as the site of a tobacco warehouse. The site was the one later chosen as the
location for the town of Alexandria. The land selected in 1732 for construction of the
warehouse was owned by Hugh West, Sr. West had inherited the land from his father,
John, who had married the daughter of Thomas Pearson. Pearson had acquired the land
from Philip Alexander, scion of the family for whom the town of Alexandria would be
named, and one of the original grantees ofland from Lord Fairfax.25
23 Morgan, American Slavery, 418; Billings et aI, Colonial Virginia, 134.
24 Avery O. Craven has examined this subject in detail in Soil Exhaustion as a
Factor in the Agricultural History of Virginia and Maryland, 1606-1860 (Urbana:
University of Illinois Press, 1926).
25 Powell, Old Alexandria, 78, 26.
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The commercial activity engendered by the tobacco warehouse brought more and
more residents to the area, creating the need for more than a warehouse. An Anglican
chapel, run by the Reverend Mr. Green, was erected in 1738, the location ofwhich is
believed to have been at the present-day intersection of Pitt and Princess streets, although
not within the boundaries of the original town. By 1739, there were a sufficient number of
residents to justify the establishment of a school for the children of the planters, which
was situated near the "humble homes" of the early inhabitants. Within a decade, a
"
"nucleus oftrade and business was ... established," resulting in the formation, in 1742,
ofFairfax County. 26
England's limited involvement in Virginia's govenunent throughout most of the
seventeenth century allowed the colony to establish its own style of govenunent, one that
has been well documented. The colony's House of Burgesses was the first representative
body ofgovernment in English North America. It became the prototype for the
constitutional government of the United States. In addition to the Burgesses, Virginians
also followed the popular English tradition of direct petitioning by citizens to the
legislature. As Raymond C. Bailey points out, the petitioning process made representative
government more effective than either Parliament or the colonial Assemblies might
otherwise have been.27 The franchise was severely restricted by property and gender
qualifications, and many non-voting subjects of England and Great Britain presented their
grievances directly to the goveming bodies. These petitions were historically given much
26 Ibid., 27, 28, 152.
27 Raymond C. Bailey, Popular Influence Upon Public Policy: Petitioning in
Eighteenth-Century Virginia (Westp011, CT, Greenwood Press, 1979),6.
20
attention, and as a result, residents had a finn voice in their government. The use of the
petitioning process by the residents of Alexandria, and its relevance to the town's
economic development, will be discussed later in this study.
Virginia and Maryland, which together make up the Chesapeake area, shared
many characteristics. But Charles I's 1632 grant to Lord Baltimore of a new proprietary
charter created two separate and distinct colonies. Virginia and Maryland were
competitors from the beginning, in the tobacco trade and for access to the bay and its
tributaries. The settlers whom Lord Baltimore brought to the Chesapeake area had an
easier time in the first years of settlement than had the Virginians. Lord Baltimore
"recruited three hundred laboring men ... and [only] twenty gentlemen" to his new
colony in 1634. It was perhaps the presence of so many laborers, as opposed to Virginia's
"gentlemen" and their servants, that enabled the colonists, in their first year, to "raise
enough com during the summer for their own use and a small surplus for export. ,,28 They
were also able to take advantage ofVirginia's fifteen years of experience with tobacco
cultivation, avoiding the trial and en-or of the Jamestown settlers.
Baltimore was founded in 1729, and its advantageous location on the Patapsco
River made it perfectly suited to handle the exporting of central Maryland's wheat and
tobacco (Appendix, Map 2). Like Alexandria, Baltimore had a modest beginning. In 1752
there were only twenty-five homes in Baltimore, housing the town's 200 residents. But
the similarity ended there. Only fifty years after its founding, Baltimore was the ninth
28 Aubrey C. Land, Colonial Maryland: A HistOlY (Millwood, NY: KTO, 1981),
8-11.
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largest city in British North America. By the end of the eighteenth century, Baltimore was
the fourth largest city in the United States. While southern Maryland and the Eastern
Shore region developed much as did Virginia's tidewater, particularly in their connections
with Great Britain, Baltimore followed other routes to economic growth. The town
developed commercial ties and trade routes that would have a dramatic effect on its
economic development, a development envied by the Fairfax county-based trustees as
well as the resident merchants of Alexandria.29
29 Green, American Cities in the Growth of the Nation (London: De Graff, 1957),
13; Gary Lawson Browne, Baltimore in the Nation, 1790-1860 (Chapel Hill: University
ofNorth Carolina Press, 1987), 3.
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Part II
Alexandria, Virginia, 1745-1790
By 1745, the growth of the tobacco warehouse along the Potomac River prompted
the planter-elites of the area to petition the Virginia Assembly to grant a charter for a
town, to be named Alexandria. The town grew as a seaport, aided by disastrous wheat
harvests in the Mediterranean during the mid-1760s, enabling Alexandria to become a
major exporter of grain by 1769. Planters discovered that the seasonal planting cycles of
grains and tobacco were complementary; they could increase their wheat production and
still devote a sufficient amount of land and labor to tobacco. Increased export activities
brought a corresponding increase in imports. Hence, the 1770s and 1780s witnessed the
establishment ofa large merchant community. Virginia's continued economic importance
to England allowed the colonists to pursue their own interests and to benefit from
"indifference to colonial affairs on the part of British politicians. ,,30 And perhaps more
significantly, the area's most famous resident, George Washington, was particularly
impressed by the potential for expanded navigation of the Potomac River. By 1790, then
President George Washington was lobbying to have the new federal city located along the
shores of the Potomac, the hoped-for gateway to the Ohio Valley. Washington's optimism
was shared by many of Alexandria's residents, who foresaw their town equaling
Baltimore in size and commercial importance.
The planter-elite of the tidewater created Alexandria as a tobacco port as well as
30 Billings et aI, Colonial Virginia, 251; Paul G. E. Clemens, The Atlantic Econ-
omy and Colonial Maryland's Eastern Shore: From Tobacco to Grain (Ithaca, NY:
Cornell University Press, 1980), 169.
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an entrepot for foodstuffs from the hinterland bound for the West Indies. Just as wealthy
tobacco planters controlled the tidewater area as a whole, they controlled Alexandria. The
tobacco planters, described by Allan Kulikoff as a "self-perpetuating oligarchy,"
monopolized commerce, politics, and the judicial system in Virginia.31
The eleven original trustees of Alexandria were local residents, and represented
some of the wealthiest families in Fairfax County, as evidenced by their ownership of
enslaved Africans. The Alexanders, the Fairfaxes, the Wests, and the Washingtons, each
owned between fifteen and twenty-seven adult male slaves. Carlyle, Ramsay, Dalton, and
Osborn each held between five and seven African men in bondage. Among the largest
slaveholding families in the area were the Fitzhughs and the Lees, whose various
plantations were home to more than one hundred and twenty enslaved adult males.32 And
while not numbered among the original trustees, these two families would have
significant influence in Alexandria.
The original town plan consisted of eighty-four lots on sixty acres, which were
offered for sale in July 1749 (Appendix, Map 3). Ofthe total, only fifty were purchased at
the initial offering, six of which were later returned to the Trustees either through default
on payment or for failure to build, which was a condition ofpurchase. Of those sold,
Trustees or their family members purchased twenty-four (Appendix, Table 1). Curiously,
31 James D. Munson, "The Alexandria Market Square,"'A1exandria History
(1990):16-28; Kulikoff, Tobacco and Slaves, 263.
32 Fairfax County List of Tithables for 1748, prepared by the Rev. Mr.
Green.(LH) This list is considered an accurate census, as all residents of the county,
regardless of religious affiliation, were required to be listed on parish records.
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three of the original Trustees purchased none of the lots. The remaining lots were sold to
sixteen individuals, only six ofwhom were Fairfax County residents (Appendix, Table 2).
Eleven of these sixteen purchasers would never reside in Alexandria. While many of the
original town lots changed hands frequently over the ensuing decades, they were
primarily exchanged among the original purchasers and their families. Very few were
resold to newcomers. A survey of the Hustings Court records and history of the town lots
indicates that by 1790, of the eighty-four original lots, only five were owned by
newcomers.
33 The trustees or their descendants continued to hold on to the property and
therefore would continue to have influence in the politics and economy ofAlexandria.
During Alexandria's first two decades its port activities increased as did Fairfax
County's wheat and tobacco production, but the town grew slowly. One local historian
quotes a visitor to the area in 1750 who stated that "signs of development are few and
indicate slow growth rate." Another suggests that "urban development proceeded very
slowly." There were probably no more than 33 buildings in Alexandria in 1749, including
dwellings. In 1750 there were 37; in 1753,39; in 1754,44; and by 1760, a total of 50.34 A
Court House was built in 1752 with funds raised from subscribers-including George
Washington-and with additional funds from a lottery, and in 1759 residents constructed
33 Alexandria City Records. Hustings Court 1791-96, 1798; Constance Ring,
Alexandria, Virginia Town Lots, 1749-1802 (Westminster, MD.: Family Line
Publications, 1995). The Hustings Court was created for the purpose of recording land
transactions and other official transactions in Alexandria proper, rather than relying on
the Fairfax County court.,
34 Munson, "Empire to Commonwealth: Alexandria, Virginia, 1749-1789,"
(Ph.D. diss., University of Maryfand, 1984), 163; Thomas Preisser, "Eighteenth Century
Alexandria, Va., 1749-1776," (Ph.D. diss., George Mason University, 1977),4.
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a town hall. William Ramsay, one of the original Trustees, relocated in 1749 from
Dumfries, a tobacco station along the Potomac south of Alexandria, and built a house at
King and Main Streets. George Mason built an office in town in 1755, and in 1766
George Washington built a house, reportedly to be used by visitors on their way to and
from Mount Vernon.35
The majority of the Alexandria property owners maintained their Fairfax County
residences, as their plantation crops of tobacco and grains were their chief sources of
income. Alexandria's "absentee landlords" gave little attention to the town in its early
years. John Carlyle was appointed in 1751 to clear a road to Point Lumly at the foot of
Duke Street (Appendix, Map 4), and four years later was authorized to construct a
warehouse, completion ofwhich is not recorded until 1761. A second warehouse was
authorized in 1764, but construction did not begin until 1769, as the original owner of the
land had failed to build. It was not until 1759 that the town proprietors ordered a public
landing to be built on the waterfront at the expense of the owners of the lots, in exchange
for each lot-owners' one-halfuse of the new landing. In 1760 the Trustees resolved that
all owners of riverfront lots were entitled to build on and improve those lots for their own
personal use. By 1763, the Trustees recognized that Main Street (later Fairfax) was unfit
for travel, and improvements were ordered, to be made at the joint expense of the Main
Street property owners. The town had, by that date, grown in area by approximately 15
acres, as landowners expanded their holdings to include contiguous, unimproved lots. The
dependence on shipping led owners of waterfront lots to bank out with wharves, filling in
35 Courthouse Subscription List-1752. LH (typewritten); Virginia Gazette, 10
January 1751 (VG); Powell, Old Alexandria, 159.
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some of the land along the river and further expanding the town's acreage.36
While no reliable figures exist for population growth during the early decades of
Alexandria, some estimates are possible. Based on the number of dwellings listed in the
Hustings records, Munson estimates that there were approximately 30 extended family
groups residing in Alexandria in 1749-50. Using a multiplier of 6.2, this would place the
population at one hundred eighty-six, including slaves. Applying this same method of
calculation to 1760, the population can be estimated at three hundred and ten, well below
the estimate of one foreign visitor, who placed the number of inhabitants at 1500 by the
end of Alexandria's first decade. The calculated estimate is, however, much more
consistent with population growth rates in British North America. Many of the people
seen in the town could very well have been visitors from the many ships that docked at
Alexandria. And this same visitor's estimate of the residences built by 1759 was 200-
again, well beyond the number suggested by court records.37
After 1769, Alexandria's population growth exceeded the normal 2-3% rate of
increase for British North America. Many people came to the area enticed by the tobacco
36 Minutes of the Trustees of the City Council of the City of Alexandria, Virginia,
1749-1800 (Omitting 1779-Feb., 6, 1792). (TCCM) Transcribed from the originals by
Mrs. George Kirk (Alexandria: Lloyd House, 1949),32,36,44,65,34,53,34; Pamela J.
Cressey, The Nineteenth Century Transformation and Spatial Development of
Alexandria, Virginia (Alexandria: Office of Historic Alexandria, 1988), 6.
37 Munson, "Empire," 194. The exact population figures as well as the total
number of dwellings is known for 1800 and 1810. The figure of 6.2 is derived from the
total population divided by the total number of dwellings for those years. T. Michael
Miller, Artisans and Merchants ofAlexandria, Virginia, 1780-1820 vol. 1 (Alexandria:
Heritage Books, 1992), x. Miller, currently historian of the Historical Society of
Alexandria, indexed biographical information from original sources, including
newspaper, church and cemetery records, probate and court records, and land records.
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warehouse and the seaport activities. It is likely that residents ofDumfries, in southern
Fairfax County, and ofPort Tobacco, Maryland, who had used the warehouse since 1732,
would have relocated to Alexandria as had William Ramsay, one of the original founders
of the town. Kulikoffplaces Alexandria's population in 1770 at nearly one thousand,
closely approximating another observer's claim of 150 householders in 1776. Munson's
estimates continue for 1777, with 179 dwellings (1,054 persons), and 203 by 1780 (1,259
persons). Visitors also suggest higher-than-likely population numbers for the mid-1780s,
one believing there to be 2,000 residents in 1783, another seeing 3,000 in 1785. The
verifiable figures, however, do indicate a substantial population increase in the 1780s, an
increase that can be explained by two factors. First, the town's boundaries were extended
in 1786, incorporating already populated sections ofFairfax County (Appendix, Map 4).
Second, Alexandria was the destination ofmany northern migrants who fled south to
avoid the British during the Revolution. Official federal census figures tell us that by
1790 Alexandria had a total population of2,748, including 52 free blacks and 543
slaves.38
Estimates of the slave population in Alexandria are perhaps even sketchier than
the numbers for whites. Again, no reliable figures exist before 1790. But one historian
has looked at slave movement into the tidewater area in general, and finds demographic
changes consistent with the gradual shift away from tobacco and toward wheat
production. Kulikoff calculates that between 1750 and 1755,21 percent of the blacks
38 Munson, "Empire," 194: Millers, Artisans, x, xiii; Kulikoff, Tobacco and
Slaves, 125; United States, Federal Census Report (1790) Washington, DC.
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entering Virginia went to Fairfax County. After 1755, the majority of Virginia's black
immigrants were bound for the piedmont, which by that time was producing more
tobacco than was the tidewater. By 1755, "between 40 and 50 percent of the people were
black ... in ... counties adjacent to the tidewater,,39 (Appendix, Map 5).
The local newspapers of the time provide a picture of the actual physical
development of Alexandria, especially after 1784 when Alexandria had its first
newspaper, a weekly issue published in conjunction with the Virginia Journal. Dwellings
in the town were a mix of frame and brick, with many of the brick houses having three
stories. In the 1780s the lots tended to be long and narrow, with average frontages of30
feet, and depths averaging 100 feet. By 1790 lots were sometimes as little as 35 feet deep,
indicating that streets or alleys had been cut through. There were still many unimproved
lots, owned by members of the Lee, Ramsay, and Alexander families-plus some owned
by prominent merchants-including many on and near Fairfax Street, the main street of
40the town.
Alexandria was a town of merchants and shopkeepers, dependent on exports of
tobacco and wheat, and sales of imported items. And in spite of continued prejudices
against those whose "dependence begets subservience and venality," the population in the
39 Kulikoff, "Origins of Afro-American Society," in Stanley M. Katz et aI, eds.,
Colonial America: Essays in Politics and Social Development 4th ed. (New York:
McGraw-Hill, 1993),452-485. Kulikoffbases his calculations on county and parish
census lists from a number of areas in northern Virginia. Quote, p. 476.
40 Virginia Journal and Alexandria Advertiser (VJAA), 5 February 1784-29 April
1790. There is a complete run for 1784, the first year ofpublication. A substantial number
of scattered issues remain for the subsequent years.
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1780s included many artisans who provided services for the area residents.41 Tailors,
bakers, painters, ropemakers, and cabinetmakers advertised in the Virginia Journal, a
number of them mentioning their recent arrival from Philadelphia. By 1790 shoemakers,
tanners, saddlers, and brewers were also advertising their services.4f
Prior to the Revolutionary War, coastwise trade was not a major factor in
Alexandria's economy. Of the six naval districts in Virginia, the South Potomac District,
which included Alexandria, was the least active in coastal trade through the 1760s.
Figures are sketchy for this period, but surviving records indicate that by 1769 coastwise
trade averaged 21 percent of the total shipping activity ofVirginia. The South Potomac's
share of this was less than one percent, having decreased continually from 1742. Figures
for exports ofpig iron from 1768 to1772 provide an example. Maryland, while exporting
most of its iron to Great Britain, also supplied the colonies, and was either number one or
number two, behind New York, in coastwise exports ofpig iron. Virginia exported its pig
iron only to G~eat Britain, except for a very small amount shipped to New England in
1768. One ofVirginia's largest export commodities, tobacco, was not exported to other
1 . . bl 43co omes 10 any measura e amount.
Imports to the South Potomac from other colonies-including rum, molasses, loaf
41 Thomas Jefferson, Notes on Virginia, Query XIX, (Virginia: 1782), reprinted
in Writings, Merrill D. Peterson, ed. (New York: The Library of America, 1984),290-91.
42 VJAA, 1784-1790.
43 David Klingaman, Colonial Virginia's Coastwise and Grain Trade (New Yark:
Arno Press, 1975), 16, and Appendix; United States Bureau of the Census, The Statistical
History of the United States from Colonial Times to the Present (Stamford, CT: Fairfield
Publishers; distributed by Horizon Press, NY, 1965), Section Z 326-330,331-337,338,
347.
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sugar, brown sugar, salt, cheese, pickled fish, and dried fish--also decreased in the period
1742 to 1769, with the South Potomac District, in the 1760s, being the lowest importer of
six of the eight commodities, and next to last in the other two. By the 1780s Alexandria's
merchants were getting their rum, molasses, and sugar, the most heavily imported
commodities, primarily from the islands, although they still occasionally imported rum
44from New England.
A significant characteristic ofAlexandria's merchants was their dependence on
the cargo system. Jacob Price considered the "independent indigenous merchant"
dependent on this system, to be the "most dynamic feature" of the Chesapeake area.
These merchants did not specialize in any particular line of goods but, as seen in their
advertisements of items for sale in the Virginia Gazette, traded in whatever goods came in
on the ships docking at Alexandria. The offerings changed little from year to year, and
many advertisements listed a wide variety of goods from a single shipment. Munson
found evidence of this in the inventory of the Ramsay-Dixon store for 1753-1756. He
concluded that merchants could only guess as to what would sell quickly, and inventories
did not necessarily reflect local demands.45
With so much ofAlexandria's economy dependent upon exporting and importing,
it might be expected that many of the more enterprising residents would invest in the
vessels carrying the goods. Such, however, was not the case. For example, in 1766 only 3
44 Klingaman, Virginia's Coastwise, 27-28.; VJAA, 1784-1790.
45 Jacob Price, Capital and Credit in British Overseas Trade: The View From the
Chesapeake~ 1700-1776 (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1980), 128; VG, 1751,
1766, 1780; Munson, "Empire," 159.
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of Alexandria's 25 traders in grain (12%) invested their own funds in vessels. In 1770
fully 75 percent of all vessels carrying grain, tobacco, or other goods between Virginia
and Great Britain were British-owned. Of the remaining 25 percent, half were owned by
individuals maintaining only temporary residence in the colony; only 12.5 per cent of the
ships were in the hands ofpermanent, local residents.46
The presence of one group of especially enterprising men in Alexandria was of
major importance to the economy of the area. Scottish factors, mentioned above, were not
particularly numerous nor were they large landholders, either in Alexandria or the
surrounding areas ofFairfax County. But in spite of their small numbers, the Scots had a
disproportionate influence on the economy ofthe Chesapeake area in general and, after
1749, ofAlexandria in particular. In fact three of Alexandria's original trustees, William
47Ramsay, John Carlyle, and John Pagan, first came to the area as Glasgow agents.
From the l740s through the l770s the Scots controlled the majority of the tobacco
trade in Virginia, including Alexandria. They did not, however, settle permanently in the
colony. From 1755 to 1775, a total of 153 Scottish factors have been identified as
operating in Alexandria. Of these, no more than twelve, and perhaps as few as six, were
landholders. Of the approximately 2,000 Scots who inhabited Virginia between 1739 and
1801, 65 percent were merchants or factors, but only 2.3 percent were landowners. The
46 Edwin 1. Perkins, The Economy of Colonial America 2nd ed. (New York:
Columbia University Press), 137; John 1. McCusker and Russell R. Menard, The
Economy ofBritish America, 1607-1789 (Chapel Hill: University ofNorth Carolina
Press, 1991), 292. Menard and McCusker also provide figures for New England,
indicating an opposite proportion of locally-owned versus foreign-owned vessels.
47 Karras, Sojourners, 45; Powell, Old Alexandria, 11.
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Scottish factors were transients--or sojourners-who took up residence primarily as
tenants, and only so long as they were acting in their capacity as agents of trading houses
in Glasgow and Edinburgh. The majority continued to be employees of, or partners in,
Glasgow firms, and were not Virginia entrepreneurs. Since these men accounted for a
majority ofthe tobacco shipments to Great Britain, the Scottish trading houses, not the
residents of Alexandria, retained much of the profit,48
The Scots contributed to the comfortable lifestyles enjoyed by the planters. But
while the Virginians sought to emulate their English counterparts with fine-homes and
furnishings, fine clothes, and sumptuous food and drink, the Scots "deplored ostentatious
display" and avoided mixing with what they saw as "an alien and vice-ridden culture."
Scots "feared avarice, greed, and luxury" and had a "perpetual desire to return to
Scotland.,,49 They did not purchase property in the area, choosing to be tenants rather than
landowners. Since the Scots never represented more than a small percentage of the
landholders in the tidewater they were, therefore, never a factor in the legislation of either
Fairfax County or Alexandria, nor did they want to be.5o
The Scottish factors did, however, provide an almost unlimited flow of credit into
Virginia that was the lifeblood of the tobacco trade and upon which the Virginians
48 Karras, Sojourners, 12, 132-33; Ian Charles Cargill Graham, Colonists From
Scotland: Emigration to North America, 1707-1783 (Ithaca: Cornell University Press,
1956), 124.
49 Karras, Sojourners, 22, 21, 28.
50 Ibid., 132; Rhys Isaac, The Transformation ofVirginia, 1740-1790 (New York:
Norton, 1988), 118.
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depended heavily in order to maintain their lifestyle. With the aid of Scottish credit and
business acumen, the planters succeeded so well in their tobacco businesses that they had
little time for anything else. So entrenched were the colonists in the credit system, that by
the l770s the Scots were seen as greedy, avaricious foreigners, plunging the planters into
debt and prospering at others' expense. It was primarily this dependence on credit that
caused Virginia to be the most heavily indebted of the colonies on the eve of the
Revolution. By 1774, the Scots' reluctance to become local landholders, their loyalty to
their homeland, and their creditor status, combined to make them "enemies" of the
patriots. After 1775, the Scottish factors left Virginia finding no welcome during the
Revolution. Unfortunately, their business contacts left with them. 51
By 1784, when the Revolutionary War was over, ships were again arriving
regularly in Alexandria from Great Britain. No longer subject to British mercantilist
policies, ships were also arriving from European ports such as Lisbon and Amsterdam,
from the West Indies, and from other American ports. Arrival and departure notices in the
Virginia Journal show that Alexandria was part of the regular trade route between
northern ports and the West Indies.52
While the ships' destinations and ports of origin varied from pre-Revolutionary
times, the nature of the trade did not. Exports from Alexandria remained agricultural-
tobacco, wheat, flour, and com-and imports came from Europe and the West Indies.
Alexandria merchants continued to import all manner of household goods, artisans' tools,
51 Price, Capital and Credit, 3, 50,19.
52 VJAA, 1784-1790.
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hardware, dry goods, and sewing notions from Great Britain. Alexandrians looked to
Europe for hats, shoes, breeches, umbrellas, leather goods, and jewelry, and consumed
teas, coffee, spirits, fruits, and spices from the islands. But Baltimore was now supplying
Alexandria residents with beaver hats, and American-printed Bibles were available from
Philadelphia and Trenton, items not locally manufactured in the 1780s.53
The merchants of late-eighteenth century Alexandria provided many of the
services required by a busy seaport and acted in many capacities. Many ofthem were
brokers, accepting cash as well as tobacco, flour, wheat, or com as payment for goods.
Most of those advertising were retailers, but a few also listed goods offered wholesale.
Many of the same merchants advertising goods for sale also advertised for cargo,
specifically tobacco or wheat, to fill the holds of the ships returning to Europe after
unloading their cargoes of imports. Others advertised cargoes of tobacco or wheat in
search of a vessel for transport, frequently to "any port." The same people also
warehoused tobacco and grains from the surrounding area that were awaiting export. 54
While tobacco continued to be the leading Virginia export until 1776, it had
already become clear to many Virginians that they could not continue to rely solely on
that crop for future economic development. Soil erosion, a natural consequence of
tobacco planting and a contributing factor in the movement of settlement along the
Potomac, had taken its toll. By the middle of the eighteenth century tobacco growth was
becoming more and more concentrated in the piedmont rather than the tidewater. During
53 Ibid.
54 Ibid.
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this same time period, events in Europe contributed to changes in demand. In the l720s
and l730s, industrialization and urbanization in Britain brought about an increased
demand for grains. Developments in southern Europe also affected Virginia's agricultural
pursuits. The poor harvests in the Mediterranean during the l760s opened the door for
even more colonial exports of com and wheat. Virginia was, for a time, the largest
colonial producer of com, and its wheat production nearly rivaled that ofNew York. With
much ofVirginia's tobacco earmarked for sale in France, the French and Indian Wars of
the late l750s and early l760s, as well as other European conflicts, had a devastating
effect on the tidewater planters. These factors did influence many planters to diversify,
but other circumstances combined to maintain the basic character of the local economy.55
With the decline of tidewater tobacco exports many of Alexandria's council
members and merchants saw the need to expand their horizons. Their solution was
improved navigation of the Potomac, providing Alexandria's exporters with the
"potentially en011l;Wus" amounts of flour, whiskey, tobacco, and iron that could come
from the hinterlands down the Potomac to Alexandria rather than overland to Baltimore,
as was currently the case. As early as 1770, George Washington corresponded with
Thomas Jefferson about extending navigation. Washington supported a plan ofprivate
subscription for opening inland navigation, and was confident that a sufficient number of
subscribers would come forward to finance the operation.56
55 Clemens, Tobacco to Grain, 169; Billings et aI, Colonial Virginia, 202.
56 John Macoll, "Town in Transition: Alexandria, Virginia 1800-1860,"
(Alexandria: Historical Society, 1978), 16; George Washington, Writings, John
Rhodehamel, ed. (New York: The Library of America, 1997), 137.
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The Revolution put these plans on hold, but in 1784, Washington was again
touting the project. He requested the support of Congressman Benjamin Harrison in the
project, as Washington believed the Potomac offered lithe nearest communication with
the [Great] Lakes." Washington urged Virginia planter George William Fairfax to support
the subscription venture and also wrote to France's Marquis de Lafayette, encouraging
immigrants to come to the Ohio Valley as the channels of the Potomac would soon open
the way to the "Land ofpromise. 11 57
In 1785 the Potomac Navigation Company was established to build a canal from
Alexandria to Fort Cumberland, Maryland. George Washington was president of the
company, and the list of directors reads like a Who's Who ofVirginia and Maryland.
Maryland's General Assembly, in spite of opposition from Baltimore, supported a lottery
to help finance the project,58 The project also had support in Congress. Richard Bland
Lee, the representative from Virginia, informed Congress of the "easy access to the
Western territory II offered by the Potomac and James Madison considered the river to be
lithe grand highway of communication between the Atlantic and the western country,"
Representative Scott ofPennsylvania joined the Virginians in supporting the navigation
project, citing "two hundred miles navigation directly into the heart of the country" from
the site along the Potomac under consideration for the location of the new federal city.59
But the canal was never a success. In 1786, at least thirty-five indentured servants
57 Washington, Writings, 565,575,583.
58 VJAA, 19 May 1785.
59 Ainsworth Spofford; The Founding ofWashington City (Baltimore, 1881),25,
34,44.
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ran away from the project. By 1787 original subscribers to fifty-five shares in the
company had defaulted, and their shares were being auctioned. In 1789, Washington and
the other directors requested an additional capital investment of 5 percent from each
subscriber, as many subscribers were delinquent in their payments. It was not unti11802
that the canal was opened to boats, and even then only for about two months during the
year, or during periods ofhigh water. Even when navigable, the route was treacherous.
Plagued first by construction problems and delays and later by insufficient water levels,
the canal project was most notable for the bankruptcies that befell some ofthe investors.6o
Problems with the Potomac notwithstanding, Alexandria's status as a seaport was
enhanced in 1779 when Congress declared the town the official port of entry for the
Potomac River, giving it an advantage over Georgetown. The port would benefit even
more when, ten years later, it was designated an official United States collections port,
generating thousands of dollars in revenue for the U. S. Treasury, which would later pass
through Alexandria's banks.61 But such benefits were offset by the rise ofports such as
Baltimore and Norfolk, which had prospered during the Revolutionary War and were
outdistancing Alexandria.
Unlike some other areas, Northern Virginia prospered during the Revolutionary
War. Alexandria suffered no physical damage and was spared the trial of occupation that
60 VJAA, 6 April, 13 July, 1786; 12 Apri11787; 16 March 1789; Francis R.
Kajencki, "On the Threshold of Greatness: Historic Alexandria, Virginia, 1784-1785,"
(Alexandria, 1975, LH), 20: John R. Stoessel, "The Port of Alexandria, Virginia, the
Eighteenth Century," (Ph.D. diss., Catholic University of America, 1969), 68-9; Macoll,
"Transition," 2: TCeM.
61 Miller, Artisans" xiii.
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beset Philadelphia. Alexandria even benefited from Philadelphia's troubles as many of the
Quaker City's traders contracted with Alexandria merchants for grain to meet their export
quotas. But this was a temporary situation that would not survive the war. Alexandria was
affected by Philadelphia's woes in other ways as well. Many Philadelphia merchants and
shipbuilders or, more accurately, ships' carpenters, emigrated south to avoid the British.
This influx of shipyard workers is one reason why, by 1790, the Potomac River shipyards
had "more marine artisans than any other river on the East Coast." The actual building of
ships, however, was not a major factor in the town's economy. There was only one
Alexandrian, Thomas Fleming, identified as a builder ofnew ships, and he disappeared
from the records after 1774.62
Alexandrians, as most Virginians, hoped to maintain their pre-war economic
position after the Revolution. But the residents made the same mistake as many other
Americans as
the brilliant prospects held out by commerce, [caused] citizens to neglect the
mechanical and manufacturing branches of industry; fallacious views, founded on
temporary circumstances [were] mistaken for permanent advantages. [They]
considered the newly acquired advantages as a matter of right ....63
The inhabitants believed it not only their right, but also their destiny to continue to
62 Menard & McCusker, Economy of British America, 197; Frederick Tilp,
"Shipbuilding in Alexandria," Alexandria History (1987): 50; Ferrari, "Artisans," 131;
Miller, Artisans, vol. 1, 122. The term "shipbuilders" is misleading. Many of the men
listed as having this occupation were actually ships' carpenters, employed in the repair
and upkeep of the ships coming in and out of the port, not in constructing new ships.
63 Douglass North, The Economic Growth of the United States, 1790-1860 (New
York: Norton, 1966),47-48. North is quoting from Adam Seybert's Statistical Annals
(1818), referring to the end of the 1780s.
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occupy an important position in the national economic hierarchy, which indeed they did,
along with the rest ofVirginia, on the eve of the Revolution. Fifteen years later, in 1791,
Alexandrians expected their inclusion in the new federal district to be a catalyst for
continued economic advancement. Unfortunately, the expectations of Alexandrians were
based more on George Washington's dream of "the nation's emporium" than historic or
. l' 64economIC rea tty.
The Revolutionary Era was a time of organizational change in Alexandria. The
proprietorship of the Trustees gave way, in 1779, to a corporation affording a larger
degree of autonomy to the inhabitants of Alexandria. The town was no longer just a
dependency ofFairfax County, a situation that, for example, allowed the county to
maintain control of Point Lumly as a tobacco port until 1771. Alexandria was now
officially designated a city. Twelve City Council members, elected by the freeholders,
replaced the twelve trustees. The council then elected one of its members to serve as
mayor. The new council members were still planters and merchants who would control
the government and the economy much as had the proprietors. Alexandria continued to
rely heavily on imports rather than locally manufactured goods and confined their exports
almost exclusively to agricultural products.65
Alexandria's new form of government followed the proprietors' example in the
use ofpetitions. While the petitioning process was widely used throughout most of
Virginia, Alexandrians did not make frequent use of the process. From 1778 until 1790,
64 Billings et aI, Colonial Virginia, 270.
65 Powell, Old Alexandria, 36; TCCM.
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Alexandrians sent thirty-five petitions to the General Assembly at Richmond, an average
of approximately three per year. Of the thirty-five, three were from the Trustees or the
Common Council. One petition, in 1778, confirmed the transfer ofparcels of land
running along Hunting Creek, with the proceeds going to the town rather than the
landowners, John Carlyle and Dennis Ramsay. The second, in 1784, concerned the
appointment of a commission for the leveling and grading of streets; the third, in 1785,
allowed for the expansion of the town limits and a plan for the laying out of new streets.66
The merchants of the town, whose numbers included most of the city council
members, submitted five petitions over the twelve-year period between incorporation and
annexation by the federal district. The contents of three of these petitions offer clues to
the state of the economy of Alexandria during this period. In May 1780, "Subjects of the
State & Adventurers in Trade" petitioned the Assembly for a lowering of taxes on goods,
which were higher than taxes assessed on landholdings. The petitioners claimed that such
a tax structure "tend[ed] to give Maryland, Carolina and Pennsylvania an advantage," as
Alexandria's importers bore a larger tax burden than "inland traders." Another petition, in
1786, noted that "Trade of South Potomac is declining," a fact attributed to higher duties
on certain items in Virginia than in Maryland. The merchants were particularly concerned
with items such as salt, coffee, sugar, and distilled spirits, which could be purchased more
cheaply in Georgetown, Maryland, than in Alexandria. This was an important concern, as
half of all merchant advertisements included those items. Literally hundreds of signatures
66 Wesley E. Pippenger, Legislative Petitions of the Town and County of
Alexandria, Virginia, 1778-1861 (Westminster, MD.: Family Line Publications, 1995),
1,7.
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appeared on a third petition against the construction of a new tobacco inspection facility
in 1787. The diverting of any tobacco away from Alexandria would constitute a "great
private loss and injury to the memorialists." The Assembly rejected this petition.67 The
remainder of the petitions were from sundry individuals and were largely concerned with
issues such as street paving, church construction, and the building and enlarging of
warehouses and wharves.
In 1790, just prior to President Washington's historic proclamation about
Alexandria's future, local merchants presented four petitions to the Virginia Assembly.
Only one dealt with any substantive issue but it is, nevertheless, very telling. Dozens of
merchants signed a petition requesting "Aid in repairing roads from mountain passes to
Alexandria." This was needed because the roads were "in such poor condition that
farmers cross the river and go to Baltimore rather than travel them. ,,68 This had also been
a problem in the 1770s, as the Virginia Assembly, after passing legislation regulating the
maintenance of roads, had been lax in enforcement. Merchants were apparently
unsuccessful in their 1790 bid, as there is no note of any action taken by the Assembly
regarding this petition.69 The Assembly, even one dominated by planters who relied on
Alexandria merchants for importing and exporting services, were unwilling to aid
Alexandria. Perhaps they were reluctant to involve the state in what may have been
perceived as a purely local situation. In spite of this pattern of non-involvement from
67 Ibid., 5, 13, 20.
68 Ibid., 34.
69 Kajencki, Threshold, 14.
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outside governing bodies, some Alexandria residents would expect a high level of
involvement from Congress after 1800.
The prominence ofVirginians in the shaping of the Revolution and the guidance
of the newly independent nation is well known. Alexandria, in particular, did not lack
representatives in either the Continental Congress or the new federal Congress. Many
prominent Alexandria merchants and council members were also residents ofFairfax
County and as such were eligible for election to both the Virginia State Legislature and
the federal Congress, even after Alexandria's annexation to the Federal City. Richard
Bland, William Fitzhugh, three members of the Lee family-Arthur, Henry, and Richard
Henry~nd, of course, George Washington, all sat in the Continental Congress. Richard
Henry Lee was a Senator in the First and Second congresses of the United States. Richard
Bland Lee was a member of the House during the first three congresses, where he would
figure in the debates over location of the nation's capital. Henry Lee was a member of the
Sixth Congress, and Charles Lee was Attorney General under presidents Washington and
Adams.7o
These direct links to both the state and the federal government did not translate
into direct benefits for Alexandria. In 1789, Congress received only two petitions from
the areas to be ceded. The first was from the Virginia State Legislature, drafted in
December 1788, requesting the seat of government be located in their state. The second,
received 8 September 1789, was from Georgetown, Maryland. It was a petition from the
70 United States, Biographical Directory of the United States Congress 1774-
1989, Bicentennial Edition (Washington, DC: Government Printing Office, 1989) 11-76,
passim.
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inhabitants offering to put themselves and their fortunes under the jurisdiction of
Congress. Interestingly, while it was the city of Georgetown making overtures, it was the
state ofVirginia doing the petitioning. Alexandria was not specifically mentioned. In fact,
the Virginia resolution, submitted by Richard Bland Lee, suggested locating the federal
city and all public buildings on the Maryland side of the Potomac.?l From late 1789
through the end of 1793, after the area was officially proclaimed the future seat of the
government, neither Georgetown nor Alexandria placed any petitions before Congress
relating to their new designation.
The Virginia State Assembly had on more than one occasion proved reluctant to
involve itself in local economic issues. Congress, in only its second session, showed a
similar tendency. John F. Amerlung, a Maryland business owner, petitioned Congress to
patronize his glass manufactory, but his petition was denied. Congress did not believe
that Amerlung's establishment contributed to the nation as a whole and was reluctant to
grant any special consideration to a local merchant. 72
By 1790 the town of Alexandria, while showing impressive development from its
humble beginnings in 1749, was small compared to its northern rival, Baltimore. Founded
in 1729, Baltimore had only 200 residents in 1752, fewer than Alexandria at that point.
However, at the beginning of the Revolution, 6,000 people lived in Baltimore and by
1790 that city's population had grown to over 13,500. Baltimore was already well ahead
71 United States Congress, Annals of Congress, 151_ 181h Congress, 1789/91-
1823/24 (Washington, DC: Gales and Seaton, 1834-56) (Annals), 1st Cong., 1st. Sess.,
Vol. 1,887,344. .
72 Ibid., 1st Cong., 2nd Sess., vol. 2, 1616, 1632.
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of Alexandria in commercial diversity as well as population. Since its founding
Alexandria had depended on credit from Scotland and had concentrated on tobacco and
grain exports to Europe. Baltimore, however, established a re-export business by
purchasing goods from Europe and the West Indies that were then sold to other colonies,
in addition to supplying the colonies with her own local goods and produce. Baltimore
had a much more diversified economy than did Alexandria, as its manufacturing
activities-including shipbuilding and textiles-attracted artisans and mechanics as well
as investors and brokers, and its port activities enabled the city to flourish in the post-
Revolutionary War period.73
As seaport towns, the development of Alexandria and Baltimore was obviously
dependent on import and export activity. Unfortunately, there are few reliable sources of
trade figures for either town for the last half of the eighteenth century. The fragments that
survive are aggregates for Virginia and Maryland. They do, however, suggest patterns that
can be extended to Alexandria and Baltimore. In the middle of the eighteenth century,
Virginia remained the leader in colonial exports to the mother country, which by then
included wheat as well as tobacco, producing handsome profits for Britain. The total
value in pounds sterling of exports from Virginia" to England in the period 1768 to 1772
was £783,000, well above the totals for any other mainland colony, nearly twice that of
Maryland, and three-eighths more than all of the New England colonies combined
73 United States. Federal Census Report 1790 (Washington, D.C.); Carl
Bridenbaugh, Cities in Revolt: Urban Life in America, 1743-1776 (New York: Knopf,
1955),217; David R. Goldfield and Blaine A. Brownell, eds., The City in Southern
History: The Growth of Urban Civilization in the South (Port Washington, NY: Kennikat,
1977), 123; Browne, Baltimore, 10.
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(Appendix, Table 3). But this situation would change after the Revolution, as Maryland
began to challenge Virginia in exports. Alexandria, already the number two seaport in
Virginia behind its downstate neighbor Norfolk, would see its profits reduced
accordingly.
Evidence also suggests that by 1790 Virginia had lost position vis-a.-vis Maryland
not only in its share ofU. S. exports but also in value per capita.74 Between 1768 and
1772, Virginia exported twenty-seven percent of the colonies' tonnage, and had a per
capita export ratio of 1.75. Maryland's per capita export percentage was higher, at 1.96.
By 1791-92, Virginia's exports were down to eighteen percent of the total ofU. S.
exports, and its per capita figure was down to 0.91. Maryland, during the same period,
maintained its percentage of the nation's total, even while per capita values dropped
somewhat (Appendix, Table 3). As Baltimore was the only seaport of any note in
Maryland, the majority of the exports would have gone out of that town. Again·
Alexandria, already behind Norfolk, could only suffer as a result ofVirginia's overall loss
ofposition.
Another example ofAlexandria's economic position relative to Baltimore is
found in trade figures for Scotland. Sources detailing import and export activity between
Scotland and the American colonies are available for the period 1740 to 1791. Once again
these figures represent only a portion oftotal commercial activity and are aggregates for
each colony. They are, however, suggestive of the pattern indicated above. Maryland
74 Per capita figures are generally used to assess the general wealth of the popu-
lation. While this can be a rather loose and imprecise measurement, it does reinforce
other evidence that Alexandria's economy lagged behind thatof Baltimore.
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showed a trade imbalance from 1740 to 1770, with imports roughly double the value of
exports. Scotland imported only tobacco from the colonies, and Maryland was not a
leader in tobacco exports. By 1790, however, the totals, while substantially lower overall,
were more balanced. The averages for fiscal year 1790-91 show almost equal values of
imports and exports. As Baltimore was the only major port in Maryland, it can be
assumed that the citis activity led the colony. From 1750 to 1770, Virginia's imports
were substantially greater than exports, again a result of exporting only tobacco to
Scotland, in spite of increasing exports of grain to other destinations. In 1790-91
Maryland's exports were nearly even with imports. Virginia, while showing less of an
imbalance than previously, still had imports that were significantly higher than exports.75
Alexandria was the major Virginia connection to Scotland, and as such probably
contributed to-and suffered from-this trade imbalance more than Norfolk.
As stated previously, Baltimore attracted many laborers and mechanics, and
manufacturing in the town grew rapidly. Baltimore had moved away from the single
staple economy by the late colonial period. When tobacco plummeted as a result of gluts
on the market and European crises, it put a strain not only on Virginia's tobacco planters,
but Maryland's as welL However, Baltimore benefited from its already diverse economy,
with exports including foodstuffs, forest products, hemp, and flax. In addition, by virtue
of its advantageous location, the town continued to attract "Germans, Scots, and Irish and
ambitious young men from Maryland's back-country [who] flocked into the young .city
[in the l760s and 1770s] whose geographic setting and adventurous spirit promised all
75 U. S. Census, Statistics, Section Z 227-244, 1177-78.
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comers a bright future."76
Baltimore, unlike Alexandria, had established a thriving re-export business,
supplying the colonies with European imports. And while Alexandria continued to rely
upon exports of tobacco and grain to Europe and Great Britain, Baltimore was exporting
other local commodities such as iron and lumber bound for the West Indies. Textiles,
manufactured in the city ofBaltimore in a number of large mills that had begun
operations during the Revolution, replaced the imported broadcloth still so widely
advertised in Alexandria. This diversity helped Baltimore weather the economic storms
imposed by wartime. The presence in Baltimore of so many mechanics also contributed to
the advances made in Baltimoreans' sailing technology, resulting in faster and larger
ships. Advances were made to such a degree that by 1783 much of southern Maryland's
produce as well as that of Northern Virginia, was being channeled north through
Baltimore, and roads were built accordingly, by-passing Alexandria, in spite of the
northern Virginia port's closer proximity. Baltimore was also benefiting from much of the
trade of western Pennsylvania.77
In spite of their town's size and relatively modest status as a commercial center,
76 Joseph A. Ernst, "The Political Economy of the Chesapeake Colonies, 1760-
1775: A Study in Comparative History," in Ronald Hoffman et aI, eds., The Economy of
Early America: The Revolutionary Period,1763-1790 (Charlottesville: University Press of
Virginia for United States Capital HistOlical Society, 1988), 214. Quote is from Green,
American Cities, 13.
77 Browne, Baltimore, 10-11; Frances Robb, "Industry in the Potomac River
Valley, 1760-1860," (Ph.D. diss, West Virginia University, 1991),23. Stoessel, "Port of
Alexandria," 58: Stoessel quotes George Washington complaining that the "greatest part
of the produce of ... the north side of the Potomac ...[and] also a great deal of ... the
south side" goes to Baltimore.
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especially when compared to Baltimore, Alexandrians continued to believe that their
town was destined for great things. The decision to locate the new federal city along the
Potomac increased their expectations for economic expansion. Residents extolled the
virtues of the area, and the "purity and salubrity of the air." They dismissed navigational
obstructions in the Potomac as being "oflittle consequence," and predicted the Potomac
would "groan under the pressures ofNew England manufactures" while inducing
"thousands to emigrate" to the area.78 George Washington envisioned the new district as
"the emporium of the United States" and Alexandria expected to share in this. Green
states that Americans in general expected a "great commercial center" to rise up wherever
Congress finally decided to locate the federal city. Green cites Jefferson as predicting that
the capital would attract "foreigners, manufacturers and settlers" to both Maryland and
Virginia, creating a "center ofboth population and power."79
It is possible that not all Alexandrians looked forward to this potential shift
toward a new center ofpower. Even with tobacco planting becoming centralized in the
piedmont and the tidewater area's conversion to less labor-intensive wheat, the "planter
aristocracy" in the tidewater remained. With so much ofVirginians' sense of themselves
tied up in their connection to the English gentry, the breaking of that connection with
England in 1776 is perhaps one explanation for the tenacity with which they held on to
the "rural, agrarian, and slave-holding character ofVirginia society." Virginia's leadership
pattern remained the same-concentrated along the Potomac and areas just below the fall
78 VJAA, 12 May 1789; 14 January 1790; 6 May 1790.
79 Bowling, "The Other G. W.," Washington History 3 (1991): 409; Green,
Washington, 7.
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line-long after the Revolution.80
When the site for Washington, D.C., was chosen, Alexandrians seemed unwilling
to accept an important economic reality. Baltimore was already far ahead of Alexandria,
in population and in importance as a seaport. Baltimore's merchants were re-exporters as
well as exporters and importers, and had established commercial connections that were
closed to Alexandrians. Immigrants and merchants had recognized Baltimore's
advantageous location two decades earlier, and that town was engaged in industries that
would never succeed in Alexandria. By 1790, it would take more than being named part
of the nation's capital to put Alexandria on par with Baltimore.
Creation of Washington, D.C.
On the 30th of March 1791, in Georgetown, Maryland, President George Washington
officially announced the site for the new seat of government of the United States of
America. It was to be a ten-mile square area of the Potomac River Valley, encompassing
parts of Montgomery, Washington, and Prince George's Counties in Maryland, and a
section ofFairfax County, Virginia. Included in this area were the incorporated towns of
Georgetown, Maryland, and Alexandria, Virginia (Appendix, Map 6). Witnessing the
document was Thomas Jefferson who ten years later would be the first President
inaugurated in the new Federal District. In the intervening decade, the District would be
in a state of transition, awaiting the arrival from Philadelphia in 1800 of Congress and the
80 Billings et aI, Colonial Virginia, 363, 370, 373.
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E . 81xecutlve.
For more than a decade prior to the date of the President's proclamation, there was
much debate, both at the state and the federal level, over how and where the district
should be established. The parties to the controversy had many opinions, suspicions, and
expectations of the new federal district. Included in these discussions were questions as to
the governance of the residents of the proposed district, both the temporary ones-those
attached to the government who would only be in town during sessions of Congress-and
the permanent ones. In November 1782, a broadside authored by George Lux, an
Annapolis merchant, was circulated suggesting that Maryland offer its capital, Annapolis,
to the government. It suggested that Congress would govern the town while allowing
Maryland ultimate jurisdiction. Lux believed that any persons who came to live within
the confines of the district for any purpose other than that ofprovisioning Congress were
certain to be "villains and traiters [sic]." Unauthorized newcomers were to be prohibited
and those already in residence should be removed.82
As there was no precedent for the governance of a newly created capital city, there
was much discussion as to the proper level of federal jurisdiction over the area and its
residents. Could Congress establish itself over the land and its inhabitants? Thomas
Jefferson, among others, wanted to avoid the question ofjurisdiction by not allowing the
government to own any land. He believed that land ownership and exclusive jurisdiction
would create unneeded administrative complexity. He preferred to "rely on the honor and
81 Jackson, Chronicles of Georgetown, 3.
82 Bowling, Creation, 44.
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affection of the states to guarantee the privileges and immunities of congressmen and
&" ., ,,83loreign mInIsters.
Not everyone had such confidence in the benevolence of the citizens. Many feared
that the creation of an area outside the jurisdiction of anyone of the states would attract
"all the scoundrels upon the continent" and become "like the church ofItaly.,,84 Criminals
would consider it a refuge from justice. There was a fear that unruly inhabitants would
interrupt the business of Congress, as they had in Philadelphia in 1783, when disgruntled
Revolutionary soldiers demonstrated for their back pay. Many believed that Congress
should therefore have exclusive jurisdiction over, at the very least, the small area where
the federal buildings were to be located. In all of this, there appeared no mention of the
rights of the individuals who already resided in the district.
Some feared an area "creating an inexhaustible fountain of corruption." One New
Yorker prayed to God that the federal city would not tum out to be a Rome. Such an area
would be "distant from the eyes of the people" and would become larger and more corrupt
than London or Philadelphia. In 1789 a ten-mile square seemed very large when
compared to the two-square-mile settled area of Philadelphia. Some actually projected a
population of two to four million people, all federal employees or lobbyists, and all
directly or indirectly dependent on the govemment.85 Such a population could be totally
corrupted by the government. So accepted was the fact that a power center attracted
83 Ibid., 78.
84 Ibid., 78.
85 Ibid., 245.
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corruption that one New York journalist quipped that the logical site for the seat of
government was New York City, as it was already corrupt186
The issue of representation had ideological overtones as well. How could the
government condone the lack of representation for the residents of the district after a war
had just been fought over the very issue of non-representation? Still others feared that if
the residents were not under the control of any state, there would be mob action taken
against the Congress. George Mason, owner of a Maryland foundry, feared the area
becoming a refuge from justice for the debtor, the escaped slave, and the state criminaL87
The result of these debates was an unprecedented, and controversial, compromise.
While Congress would have exclusive jurisdiction over the areas not already
incorporated, Alexandria and Georgetown would continue to be governed by the laws of
their respective states of origin, Virginia and Maryland. None of the residents, either of
the federal district or the other two municipalities, would have voting rights, except when
it came to electing their individual town governments. The jurisdictional debate
notwithstanding, there were those who believed that people would flock to a city that they
hoped would gain in population and wealth under "an enlightened Congress.,,88
86 Wilson, Capital City, 12.
87 Jackson, Chronicles, 33; Bowling, Creation, 78.
88 Bowling, Creation, 27.
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Part III
The Transitional Decade, 1791-1800
Alexandria now knew that it was to be part of the new seat of government. Many
residents "welcomed its inclusion in the new federal district because [they] felt that
[Alexandria] would share in the financial, commercial, and industrial growth that the
examples of Europe showed came to a nation's capital. ,,89 Marked development occurred
in the town during the final decade of the 18th century, but little evidence exists that it
was specifically related to the future status of the town. And while the inclusion of
Alexandria in the new federal district raised the hopes and expectations of the residents, it
did not lead to changes in the way they ran their town. Just as Virginia had maintained a
degree of autonomy from Great Britain, Alexandria would remain relatively autonomous
of Washington, D.C.
The last decade of the eighteenth century did see substantial growth in Alexandria.
The town's population grew from 2,974 in 1790 to 4,971 by 1800, an increase of over
eighty percent. And while it is enticing to attribute this increase to the pending arrival of
Congress, population numbers for other towns make such a conclusion questionable.
During the same period, many other towns, particularly seaports, had an equally
substantial population increase. New York, Richmond, and Norfolk, for example, saw
similar increases, while Baltimore's population increased ninety-three percent.90
89 Hurd, "Alexandria," 5.
90 United States, Federal Census Reports, 1790,1800; Bridenbaugh, Cities in
Revolt, 17.
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By the 1790s the artisanal population of Alexandria had increased as well. Not
only had they grown in numbers, they had also become much more diverse. The town
now had its own daily newspaper, no longer relying on a weekly edition of the Virginia
Gazette. The artisans who advertised in the new Alexandria Advertiser had skills
different from those advertising in 1784, and provide clues to the economic changes
taking place in Alexandria. Cabinetmakers, chair makers, brass founders, engravers, and
gold and silversmiths were setting up shop in Alexandria, some from Europe and others
from Philadelphia. Boot and shoemakers, like William Scripp who came from London in
1791, were arriving to ply their trade. In 1792 Henry Piercy opened an earthenware
manufactory that he erected himself, and assured local residents that his wares were equal
to "any made in Philadelphia." John Beale moved to Alexandria from Lynchburg,
Virginia, in 1795 and established a copper and tinware manufactory. Many of the items
previously imported from Great Britain or Europe were now being manufactured locally.
The expanding economy allowed artisans as well as merchants to move into newer, larger
91quarters.
The goods offered for sale by the merchants changed also. Gone were the long,
detailed lists of standard dressmaking materials imported from Britain. "Fabrics" in
retailers' notices were replacing "Cloth." More and more seamstresses and dressmakers
were operating in Alexandria to provide garments for their customers, and residents were
no longer purchasing large quantities of ordinary dressmaking materials. They were now
buying the more expensive goods for decorating and for fancy, special-occasion
91 Alexandria Advertiser (AA), 12 April 1797-30 January 1797. April 12 was the
date of the first issue.
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gannents. There were fewer advertisements for sales of imported shoes and other leather
goods, denoting the presence oflocal artisans who were supplying such items.92
In the decade before the arrival of Congress, the local economy did benefit from
increased building and improvement activities. The population increases created a need
for more housing and more commercial structures, and the Council took steps to pave
more of the streets. Street paving was a major undertaking that could not be financed
solely through tax assessments. In July 1790 the Council authorized a lottery to raise
$5,000 for a paving project. By February 1791 council members determined that the
amount needed was $10,000, and six merchants, who also sat on the Council, announced
a new lottery, transferring the tickets sold for the first one to the new scheme. The
winnings were distributed on the last Monday in June 1791. Conceivably, the prospect of
becoming part of the national capital induced the merchant-councilmen to be more
aggressive in their municipal improvements.93 Alexandria's new designation also spurred
real estate activity. Merchants William Hartshorne and Baldwin Dade, owners of
unimproved lots in the northern part of town, offered the lots for sale in 1791. The notice
of the sale is an example of local residents' expectations:
these lots are within the limits of the ten mile square, in a line of direction
extending towards the intended Metropolis, and according to the opinions of
many, whose former speculations in this place have proved them to be men of
discernment and penetration, the future growth of this Town will naturally, and
unavoidably bend its course through the property now offered for sale.94
92 Ibid.
93 VGAA, 15 July 1790, 10 February 1791, 13 June 1791.
94 Ibid., 15 September 1791.
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George Washington, among others, announced plans to subdivide lots near Prince Street,
an area in the "forward state of improvement. ,,95 And while the Council took action to
"open and extend all the streets adjoining [Alexandria] from the federal line," other public
areas suffered from inattention. For example, the Prince Street Wharf was not kept in a
sanitary condition and in 1797 was described as "putrid and nauseous. ,,96
While there were significant changes apparent in Alexandria's merchant and
artisan activity, other areas showed a continuation of earlier trends. For example, absentee
landlords were as much in evidence in the 1790s as in the 1750s. A review ofthe census
information indicates the degree to which property owners were absentee landlords. The
original 1790 and 1800 federal census manuscdpts for Alexandria no longer exist. While
the aggregate numbers are available for those years, the only year for which there is a
complete list of residents, including occupation and landlord/tenant relationship, is 1791.
George Deneale, City Recorder, compiled this list from tax records possibly in
conjunction with Alexandria's status as part of the new federal district. According to the
1791 Tax Directory, Alexandria's approximately 2,200 white residents were housed in
357 separate properties.97 These 357 properties were owned by 205 separate individuals,
95 Ibid., 13 September 1792, AA, 1August 1797.
96 CCM, 6 April 1797; Fireside Sentinel, (November/December 1993): 190.
97 Based on the accepted multiplier of five persons per household, 357 properties
would indicate 1785 residents, not including slaves. However, many of the properties
were subdivided into parcels and contained more than one structure, thus accounting for
the higher population total. Many subdivisions were owned by the same individual and,
as the Hustings Court records indicate, would have appeared as a single entry on the tax
list.
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74 of whom, or fully one-third, did not live in the town. Of the 357 properties, a total of
131 were owner-occupied, leaving 226 (63%) tenant-occupied. The owner-occupied
dwellings represented approximately 650 total residents. The remaining 1,550 whites and
free blacks were tenants.
The large percentage of absentee landlords contributed to municipal problems.
One example is the failure of owners Charles Alexander and John Fitzgerald to fill in
areas on their properties to eliminate pools of stagnant water. As Alexander and
Fitzgerald were non-residents, the Common Council threatened to do the work for them,
and require them to pay the costs. Another explanation for the lack ofmunicipal
improvements can be found in the Common Council minutes. In the second half of the
decade, one issue that came up at every monthly meeting was the problem with tax
collection. Delinquent taxes had to put a strain on a town budget that was trying to
finance paving, grading, and drainage of streets; poor relief; removal of nuisances, such
as dogs and hogs; and salaries for watchmen and constables.98
Alexandria's "forward improvement" efforts did not cross the river. Anticipation
of future prosperity was not sufficient to entice Alexandrians to buy land in the district
upon which they were placing so many of their hopes for the future. Georgetown
residents advertised lots for sale but instead of the usual deposit of 8 percent for real
estate purchases, owners on the Maryland side requested a 25 percent down payment for
federal city lots, reflecting their belief in the current-and future-value of the land. The
same terms were required when lots were made available at auction in March 1793.
98 AA, 4 August 1797; CCM, 1795-1800.
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Congress offered lots for sale in September 1792, and by December 1793 the only offers
"deserving attention" came from two northerners, Robert Morris and John Greenleaf. This
lack of interest in real estate, leading to the Morris and Greenleaf syndicate's bankruptcy
in 1797, tarnished the area's reputation as a location for investment, a reputation that
undoubtedly extended to Alexandria.99
Even during this decade-long wait for the arrival of Congress, Alexandrians did
not rush to present petitions to the Virginia Assembly. Again, the average number of
petitions from Alexandria was just over four per year, only a slight increase from
previous decades. Those from the Common Council concerned routine matters of town
administration, such as adding new dates to the court calendar, extending streets and
wharves, and creating certain administrative positions. 100 This type of activity was no
different from the activity in other towns, and did not indicate any particular interest in
improving the area for the arrival of Congress.
During the last session ofthe Virginia Assembly in December 1799, prior to the
relocation of Congress, Alexandria submitted four petitions, the number previously
received throughout an entire year. While this number may initially appear to indicate an
interest in advancing the town's position to complement its inclusion in the federal
district, an examination of the subjects of these petitions indicates otherwise. Two
petitions were in response to earlier measures, one regarding a tax on imports that was
99 VGAA, 15 September 1791, 14 March 1793; Annals, 6th Cong., Appendix,
1335-36; Green, Washington, 15.
100 James R. Caton, Legislative Chronicles of the City ofAlexandria (Alexandria:
Newell-Cole, 1933) 37, 69.
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due to expire, and the other dealing with the charter of the Bank of Alexandria, likewise
due to expire. The dates of these two petitions were, therefore, coincidental. A third
represented the only petition of an entrepreneurial nature, that from Jesse Taylor for
permission to establish a system of ferries from Alexandria to Georgetown. The fourth
was from a competitor, the owner of the only existing ferry at the time, protesting
intrusion into his domain. Mr. Taylor's petition was accepted; his competitor's was
rejected. The final petition prior to the relocation of Congress, submitted in December
1800, was a request for a road to be built from Norman's Ford, on the Rappahannock
River, through to Alexandria, to open new markets for Alexandria's merchants. Virginia's
A bl . d h .. 101ssem y reJecte t e petitIOn.
The merchants, during this final decade of the eighteenth century, submitted eight
petitions to the Assembly, and again their substance speaks to the state of the economy
prior to the arrival of Congress. Flour was the subject of a 1792 petition requesting a
lowering of the inspection rates. The large number ofmills in Baltimore and Philadelphia
led to greater competition, resulting in higher prices being paid for raw wheat. Thus,
much ofVirginia's wheat was diverted to those towns, rather than sold in Alexandria,
despite the greater distances to markets. In 1795, two merchants petitioned to eliminate
the tobacco warehouse in Alexandria, with its attendant maintenance costs, as there were
two other warehouses in Fairfax county, and Alexandria's tobacco trade had declined
significantly. Two years later, merchants petitioned for the creation of the Marine
Insurance Company, the first insurance company in the town. Prior to this, insurance was
101 Ibid., 62, 69, 64, 66.
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purchased from companies to the north or in Europe. 102
Alexandria's merchants also felt restricted by the limited availability of cash and
credit. One action taken to address this was the organization of the first bank in the
District. The cyclical nature of agricultural exports, affected by climate changes and
foreign developments, was always a problem, as prices as well as demand continually
fluctuated. The credit extended by the Scots from the l740s to the Revolution helped
merchants, as well as plantation owners, deal with these fluctuations. But Scottish factors,
whose numbers had rapidly diminished in the 1770s, would, by 1800, be "a thing of the
past. III 03 In 1792 it was recognized that a bank was needed, if only to serve local
merchants with short-term loans. But the limited nature of early banking did not offset
trade fluctuations.
The Bank of Alexandria was founded in 1792. This was the result of a petition
presented to the General Assembly ofVirginia and signed by one hundred and thirty of
the town's merchants. The text of the petition indicates the mindset of the residents.
The establishment of a Bank in ... Alexandria ... has become most necessary ...
in consequence ofBanks being Established at Baltimore and Philadelphia .
enabl[ing] the Merchants there to draw to them almost all the Trade of the .
back country of this State ... which Nature seems to have intended should be
carried on, through the channels of the Potomack and James Rivers .... The
wealth which ought to center in this State, is diverted from its natural course, and
. h h . hb . S 104ennc es t e nelg onng tates.
The petitioners, and undoubtedly many other residents as well, expected that credit made
102 Ibid., 40, 45, 50; VGAA, 13 September 1793.
103 K S . 8arras, Olourners, .
104 Caton, Legislative Chronicles, 32.
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available by the bank would help finance the Potomac navigation project, which was still
having problems. 105 But the subscribers to the bank stock were drawn from the same pool
as those who had supported, and failed to support, the navigation project.
This first bank, whose original capitalization of$150,000 came from local
subscriptions, depended heavily on deposits of specie from the state government. The
Bank's assets in 1794 were $357,636.74; by 1800 they were $851,356.08. Stocks and
deposits increased approximately 60 percent, while notes issued to the State ofVirginia
for specie more than quadrupled. In 1796, an attempt to increase the bank's capitalization
by offering subscriptions of $500,000 fell short of its goal. Two years after the first
subscriptions were offered, only $368,000 of the original $500,000 had been raised. The
subscriptions were again offered in 1801, but it was 1816 before subscriptions topped the
95 percent mark, 106 Alexandria residents apparently were not extremely interested in
investing in local bank shares.
The nature ofbusiness transacted by the Bank ofAlexandria did not lead to
increased capital. Not all of the stockholders actually deposited their personal funds with
the bank, preferring the better-established state banks. Making loans, the primary way for
banks to raise capital, was confined to short-term notes to local merchants-for no more
than thirty- to sixty-days-to cover their expenses between ship arrivals. As a result of
lOS In September 1793 the Potowmack Company was still plagued by delinquent
subscribers and was having difficulty finding laborers to work on the canal project.
(VGAA, 19 September 1793).
106 1. Everette Fauber, The Bank of Alexandria: An Architectural and
Documentary Study (Lynchburg: Northern Virginia Regional Park Authority, 1949), 7-
10.
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this conservative fiscal policy, the expected capital increase did not evolve in Alexandria.
So limited were the bank's resources that it was unable to provide a loan to the State of
Virginia. One writer believes that "eighteenth century Virginians viewed the chartering of
banks with a jaundiced eye." Alexandrians feared institutions that they believed "would
act as catalysts for irresponsible investment and jeopardize the financial well-being of the
. ,,107
commumty.
The lack ofbanking facilities was not the only drag on Alexandria's economy. No
records exist for values of imports into the port from the end of the colonial period until
1823, when the United States Treasury began keeping such records, but there are
indications of a continuing trade imbalance. Many ofthe scholars who have written about
Alexandria during this period mention the large number of imports. Macoll concluded
that Alexandria was not a city in the true sense of the word, as its exports never eclipsed
its imports. Duffy comments on the paucity of locally manufactured goods that would
have reduced Alexandria's dependence on imports. 108
At least one City Council member, newly elected in 1791, observed a problem
created by this commercial imbalance. Olney Winsor came to Alexandria from
Providence, Rhode Island, and quickly established a thriving mercantile business. He
never broke his ties to New England and regularly corresponded with friends in
Providence. In one letter Winsor stated that he considered the literacy and capabilities of
the mechanics to be fifty years behind New England. Alexandrians "imported all articles
107 Ibid., 13,60-61; Miller, "Philip Richard Fendall," 16-28.
108 Macoll, Transition, xiii: Duffy, "Decline," 1.
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ofmanufacturing and Husbandry" wrote Winsor, which naturally discouraged the "few
h . ". h 109mec amcs In t e town.
Councilman Winsor's view of commerce in Alexandria is consistent with that
derived from other sources. Records of coastwise trade after 1790 are as sketchy as from
earlier periods, but there is nothing to indicate any increased activity. One Custom's log
survives, but lists only the ships' names and points of origin, and the dates of arrival and
departure. No details were included regarding the origin or nature of cargoes or the
destination of ships leaving Alexandria. The only local newspaper during this decade was
the Alexandria Advertiser, which reported ships' arrivals and departures, but without
d '1 110eta! s.
Another fragmented source provides information on vessels engaged in foreign
trade from Virginia and Maryland by the end of the century. By 1799 vessels registered in
Virginia and trading with England, continental Europe, and the West Indies, accounted
for only slightly more than half the tonnage of those registered in Maryland. At the same
time, Maryland herself was losing ground to Massachusetts, New York, and Pennsylvania
(Appendix, Table 4). Again, Baltimore with no other substantial Maryland seaport with
which to compete, suffered less than Alexandria which, as stated above, was already
second to Norfolk, Virginia.
One interesting document survives detailing foreign imports into Alexandria for
1792. This list was compiled in response to claims of spoilage involving French goods.
109 Elizabeth Hambleton, "Olney Winsor, Merchant," Alexandria History 5
(1983): 11-24.
110 1792 Customs Log for the Port of Alexandria, LH.
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While such narrow information is oflimited use in reconstructing economic conditions,
the various ships' manifests do indicate that luxury items, such as fancy liquors, cigars,
exotic produce, and elegant fabrics, continued to be imported into Alexandria. Combined
with the lack of any suggestion of coastwise trade, it can be assumed that these goods
were intended for the consumption of the local residents and the planters in Fairfax
County. III This trade imbalance was the result of a combination of factors, not the least
ofwhich was the earlier dependence on tobacco exports to Scotland. The lack of any
significant coastal trade, as well as the town fathers' earlier fear of an artisan middle class,
would haunt the Alexandrians throughout the next three decades.
Baltimore, in the last decade of the eighteenth century, was more aggressive than
Alexandria, both in municipal development and commercial expansion. For example, a
Board of Commissioners of Health was established there in 1797, to prevent the spread of
contagious diseases and preserve the health of the city. Baltimoreans also took a different
approach to issues of finance and banking than did Alexandria's bankers. Again, it is
Green who provides the best interpretation. She notes that in addition to Baltimore's
accessibility to Maryland's hinterlands, another feature contributed to that town's growth:
the speed and skill with which Baltimoreans were able to change course as economic
conditions changed. I 12 The first bank in that town was chartered in 1790, only two years
before Alexandria's. But rather than relying only on subscriptions to provide capital,
III Cdr. Philip M. Erickson, U.S.N. Ret., Ships' Cargoes of Alexandria, Virginia
in 1792: Imports From Foreign Ports (Alexandria: Alexandria Archaeology Office of
Historic Alexandria, 1995).
112 Browne, Baltimore, 49; Green, American Cities, 13-14.
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Baltimore's bankers were willing to speculate on future growth and use loans to create
capital. Baltimore's "mercantile leadership ... institutionalized monetized debt" to
enhance growth. This was "paper money premised upon the expectation of future wealth"
rather than on specie held at the time. I13 Possibly because of the unfortunate credit
situation in Virginia in general at the start of Revolution--a result of over-dependence on
Scottish credit-such speculation was a concept which Alexandria's elite disdained. This
lack of aggressiveness would continue into the nineteenth century.
Early Nineteenth Century, 1800-1820
The early decades ofthe nineteenth century were prosperous ones for Alexandria. There
were, however, no real changes in the ways in which Alexandrians conducted business,
despite being part of the newly created District of Columbia. The residents continued to
hope for opportunities to come through their inclusion in the District, but resisted many
ofthe overtures from their cross-river neighbors for closer alliance with Washington.
Alexandria's leaders preferred to rely on proximity alone, maintaining as much as
possible their town's eighteenth-century character.
The period 1800 to 1820 did see continued growth in the population of
Alexandria, although not at the rates of 1780 to 1800. Alexandria's population increase
during the first two decades of the 19th century was well below Baltimore's increase of
140 percent, a result ofwhat Browne describes as an "enormous influx" ofpeople,
113 Browne, Baltimore, 21.
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especially immigrants, into that Maryland city.114 Alexandria's total population increased
during this twenty-year period by 68 percent and while it did keep pace with Baltimore
from 1800 to 1810, it fell behind its Maryland rival in the following decade. But perhaps
more significant than comparisons ofoverall population increase is the proportionate
differences between black and white residents. After dropping substantially after 1790,
whites in Baltimore represented a consistent percentage of the total population from 1800
to 1820. The ratio ofwhites in Alexandria dropped from 76 percent in 1800 to just under
69 percent by 1820. The free black population in Baltimore, always a larger portion than
in Alexandria, increased only slightly from 1800 to 1820. But Alexandria's free black
population almost doubled, from 7.4 percent in 1800 to 14 percent by 1820 (Appendix,
Table 5).
This imbalance had ramifications for the economy, as it was Alexandria's white
males who were the entrepreneurs, investors, and business leaders. The 1810 census for
Alexandria indicates 103 free black heads ofhouseholds. Of the eighty black residents
whose occupations are noted in the census, more than half (43) were identified as
laborers. Only two of the occupations listed for blacks, that of shopkeeper (1) and
trunkmaker (1), would have employed others. In Alexandria, the single largest area of
increase between 1800 and 1820 as far as occupations were concerned was in the area of
service workers, especially seamstresses, hotel and restaurant workers, and
washerwomen, of whom most were black females. This was not a phenomenon confined
to Alexandria. As Suzanne Lebsock points out, emancipated female slaves frequently
114 Ibid., 104.
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.(:: d 1 . h . 115loun emp oyment m t ese occupatiOns.
Alexandria's occupational distribution for the time period 1800 to 1820, while in
many ways quite similar to that of Baltimore, does show some discernible differences
(Appendix, Table 6). The percentage of sailors in Baltimore was reduced by half, while
more than doubling in Alexandria, again an indication of Alexandria's consistent reliance
on port activities while Baltimore was making adjustments during Jefferson's embargo.
The portion ofmerchants and traders decreased noticeably in Alexandria, while varying
less in Baltimore. This is consistent with the reduction i~ the white population during a
period when Alexandria was victimized by numerous fires, epidemics, and the flight of
many young men to the West, in search of inexpensive land. The numbers reported for
craftsman and laborers appears, on the surface, to be drastically different in Alexandria
than in Baltimore. Part of this can be explained by the increase in service workers noted
above. However, when taken together craftsman and laborers represent roughly 52
percent of the population in both cities, even though the number of laborers seems
disproportionately high in Alexandria. One possible explanation for this is that
Baltimoreans were willing to recognize free blacks as craftsman, artisans, or mechanics;
in Alexandria, regardless of their actual occupation, blacks were seen merely as laborers.
In the early nineteenth century, Alexandria had a sizable population ofmerchants
and craftsmen able to provide employment for free blacks; at the same time many
residents also continued to enslave Africans. By 1820 the slave population in Alexandria
was still at the 1800 level of 17 percent while Baltimore's enslaved population, also
115 Third Census of the United States, Washington, DC. A typed transcript of the
census manuscript for Alexandria is on file at Lloyd House; Lebsock, Free Women, 99.
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remaining steady, was only 10 percent. Further, as throughout Virginia, Alexandria had a
"rigid social and cultural homogeneity" that was maintained by "discouraging northerners
and immigrants ... who might have polluted the atmosphere with a free-labor ideology,"
or influenced free blacks who might have become "disruptive." Slaveowners discouraged
initiative among enslaved blacks by threatening to sell them "down the river", a very real
possibility as less labor-intensive grains replaced tobacco as the major export
commodity. 116 Alexandrians wanted to keep the black population in check just as, in
earlier decades, they had tried to limit the artisan and mechanic population.
Nineteenth century Alexandria retained other aspects of the eighteenth century as
well. The town continued to be a city of merchants and shopkeepers, with some of the
more prominent merchants still acting as agents for smaller firms. For example, the firm
ofHodgson and Sanderson stored tobacco and wheat awaiting export, and received
shipments of imported goods for other local merchants. Hodgson and Sanderson arranged
for transportation of other firms' cargo to and from the ships and handled collection and
payment of customs duties for their fellow merchants.117
Merchants also remained at the mercy of the cargo ships, as they had in the
eighteenth century. They continued to compete for the same customers to purchase the
goods arriving from New England, Europe, the West Indies, and Great Britain. It was not
unusual to see a merchant offering ironware, nails, and writing paper along with fruit,
spices, coffee, and teas; or broadcloth and dry goods as well as fish, vinegar, and cheese.
116 Kulikoff, Tobacco and Slaves, 429.
117 William Hodgson Account Book, 1801-1805 (LH).
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And, also as in the eighteenth century, merchants continued to advertise for cargoes in
d f h· d' 118nee 0 a s lp an vice versa.
The newspapers of the first decade of the nineteenth century do, however, indicate
the growth potential provided by the creation of the nation's capital. Changes were
evident, not only in the goods offered for sale but also the additional services provided to
satisfy Alexandria1s new cross-river neighbors. Merchants were now offering French
wine, Italian oil, Havana cigars, and handworn mahogany. In February 1800, an innkeeper
relocated from Staunton to open a tavern. A coffee house opened in April of that year,
followed by the Powtomak Brewery in November. In 1808, in one day alone, the
openings of two new taverns and one new boarding house were advertised, and a new
barberlhairdresser had just arrived from Philadelphia. An already-established barber,
perhaps in response to the competition, wanted his patrons to know that he now also sold
119
soap.
Changes were evident in the tax assessment procedures in Alexandria in the early
nineteenth century, and these changes and the tax lists themselves shed some light on the
town'seconomic development. In 1800, residents of Alexandria were taxed on houses,
lots, horses, dogs, carts, and wagons, much as they had been in the 1790s. Heads of
households were still taxed for tithables, and a tax was now being assessed for tavern
licenses, perhaps in response to an increased number of such establishments to
118 Ibid.
119 District of Columbia Daily Advertiser, (DCDA) 7 August 1799-14 April
1800; AA, 8 August 1807-2 June 1808.
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1808.
accommodate Washington visitors. The tax records also indicate the economic
stratification of the town's residents. The two largest property holders, with taxable
property valued at more than $10,000 each, were John Wise, owner of famed Gadsby's
Tavern, and Charles Alexander, scion of the family whose name the town bore. The value
ofproperty owned by prominent merchants averaged one-half of the property ofWise and
Alexander, and the lesser merchants' property was in the $1,200-$1,700 range. The
property values of the merchants were increasing as brick buildings replaced frame in the
center of town. The poor whites and free blacks inhabited the small frame houses located
on the fringes, where the average property value was $100. 120
By 1804 the tax structure ofAlexandria reflected the town's demographic
changes. The proportion of slaves had decreased somewhat between 1790 and 1800, from
20 percent down to 17 percent, leading to a corresponding reduction in the revenue from
taxes on tithables. While by 1810, the percentage of slaves would again be 20 per cent,
the temporary decrease, along with the impending elimination of the slave trade in 1808,
may be one explanation for changes in tax assessments. Additional assessments were now
made on buildings with two or more stories. A distinction was made between residential
properties and business properties, with the latter being assessed at a higher rate, and
taxes were calculated per foot for wharf frontage. Tax collection, however, was still a
problem. In 1806 a number ofpersons, many ofthem free blacks who owned one-story
dwellings, had not paid their taxes, some for as long as four years. In the First Ward, 528
persons owed a total of$1,605.20 to the city in back taxes. Many of those listed as tax
120 Alexandria City Records, Auditor's Account Books 1800 (LH); AA 1807-
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delinquents departed the area, apparently content to let their properties be confiscated. 121
The books of the city auditor for the period 1809-1812 further illuminate changes
taking place in Alexandria. The municipal outlay for poor relief in 1809 was $865, while
the amount expended for the night watchman's services was $375. Three years later the
expenditure for poor relief increased by approximately 50 percent, to $1,293. The
expenses for the watchman increased to $885, an increase of 110 percent. These figures
suggest that there may have been a larger increase in property needing protection than
poor needing relief. Another item noted in the auditor's books was the discontinuance, by
1811, of an official tobacco inspector as grain was by then the predominant export. 122
Changes in the tax structure did not effectively offset demographic changes or
ease tax collection and by 1810 the Corporation ofAlexandria was operating at a deficit.
Taxes assessed for the year totaled $12,250.11. Rents owed to the Corporation of
Alexandria generated income of $2,429.20 and $1,758.64 was billed to residents for street
paving and nuisance removal. But the records also note $549 in miscellaneous, non-
recoverable expenses, and $1,935.66 of the current tax assessment was in arrears, not
including the delinquencies from previous years. 123
In spite of the municipal problems, the period 1801 to 1815 was one ofparticular
prosperity for Alexandria merchants and exporters, especially those involved in exporting
flour and grain. The Napoleonic Wars in Europe provided opportunities for American
121 Alexandria City Records, Auditor's Account Books 1804,1806. LH.
122 Ibid., 1809-1810, 1811-1812. LH.
123 Ibid.
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grain exporters, and during this decade-and-a-half Alexandria was the number four
exporter of grain, following Baltimore, Philadelphia, and New York. During one of the
best years, 1811, Alexandria exported 237,449 barrels of flour, although still only half of
the amount exported from Baltimore. But Alexandria, unlike Baltimore, was not a milling
center. Most of the exported flour was obtained from millers in rural areas ofFairfax
County, as well as the surrounding counties ofLoudoun, Fauquier, and Prince William.
This was not necessarily the result of any lack of entrepreneurial spirit, as the area's
topography did not lend itself to the development ofmills. In the early nineteenth century
the primary source ofpower was water and the Potomac area lacked the "rolling lands
and flowing streams" needed for water-powered mills. 124 The abortive efforts of the
Potomac Navigation Company precluded Alexandria from developing significant exports
of anything other than local goods. After 1815, with the end of the Napoleonic Wars and
a return to stability, there was less ofa foreign market for wheat, especially in England,
when Parliament enacted the 1815 Corn Laws, effectively closing off that market to
American-and A1exandrian-exports. By 1816, while Baltimore was well ahead of
Alexandria in aggregate tonnage passing through their ports, Norfolk, Virginia, handled
more than twice as much tonnage as Alexandria. And the value of tonnage passing
through Richmond, Virginia, not a major seaport, trailed Alexandria by less than
$4,000. 125
124 Macoll, Transition, 18-19.
125 Niles', 1March 1817. Figures are reported as of 31 December 1816: Balti-
more, $107,137.37; Norfolk, $34,705.12; Alexandria, $14,959.16; Richmond,
$11,068.40.
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Exports from Alexandria continued to be at the mercy of climatic fluctuations and
foreign developments. A table of exports compiled by Duffy indicates the level of
fluctuation, even in the prosperous 1801-1815 period. For example, the total barrels of
flour and wheat exported in 1803 were in excess of 190,000, but fell to below 70,000 the
next year. The 1803 level was not reached again until 1811-12, and then dropped
drastically in 1813. Alexandria's flour and wheat exporters were also plagued by price
fluctuations. The price of wheat in 1814 was $1.54 per bushel, only three cents higher
than the price in 1804, suggesting consistent pricing. However, a closer look indicates
otherwise. In 1803 a bushel ofwheat brought only $1.16; in 1808 the price dropped to a
low of $1.04; three years later it was at $1.87, the peak for the twelve-year period. 126
These price fluctuations, attributable in large part to Jefferson's Embargo, underscore the
fact that exporters are at the mercy of foreign developments.
One possible means for overcoming the dependence on exports to generate
revenue, especially the export of a commodity with so much fluctuation, was to replace
expensive imports with less expensive, locally manufactured goods. But Alexandria's
. imports and local manufacturing "changed little between 1775 and 1815.,,127 By the
second decade of the nineteenth century, the few manufactories that did exist included 2
tanneries, 4 distillers, 1brewery, 1 sugar refinery, and 2 small textile-spinning mills. In
1810, the single most valuable manufacturing enterprise in the town was the ropemaker's,
126 Duffy, "Decline," 19, Appendix, Tables5 and 7; Niles Weekly Register 7 (19
August 1815): 137-38.
127 Duffy, "Decline," 21.
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indicating Alexandria's continued dependence on port activities. Alexandria's
manufacturers were also in competition with those in Washington, as that city now had its
own ropewalks, tanneries, and breweries. Alexandria was even eclipsed by Washington
City in one area; while Alexandria still had no hatteries, Washi~gton now had SiX. 128
In the early nineteenth century the local residents engaged in shipping in
Alexandria still did not invest their own money in ships, as a survey of the shipping
notices in the Alexandria Gazette from October 1809 through February 1811 indicates.
The notices, listing ships' arrivals and departures, destination, cargoes, and
advertisements for freight to be taken on for shipment only indicate three local merchants,
Marstellar, Young, and Vowell, actually owning vessels or contracting for exports. The
other shipowners or agents were all non-residents, appearing nowhere else in the records
ofAlexandria. 129
Early-nineteenth century Alexandrians did not change the way they had governed
the town since 1745. Alexandria's Common Council was still made up ofmany of the
same individuals--or their sons, sons-in-law, or nephews-who sat on the council
throughout the late decades of the eighteenth century. The majority of these men were
still the prominent merchants, although some were professionals and military men, and as
in prior decades, not all of the council members were Alexandria residents. Of the sixteen
128 Tench Coxe, A Statement of the Arts and Manufactures of the United States
ofAmerica For the Year 1810. (Philadelphia: A. Cornman, Jr., 1814), 168; Miller,
Artisans.
129 AA, 24 October 1809-6 February 1811.
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council members elected in 1820, six of them, or 37.5 percent, were non-residents. 130 In
contrast, as early as 1799 officeholders in Baltimore's municipal administration included
mechanics, tradesmen, and other "middlemen in the commercial process who understood
how marketing dominated production." 131
While Alexandrians were eager to participate in the commercial and financial
growth that they presumed a connection with the nation's capital would offer, they wanted
it to be on their terms. For example, they refused to enter into a joint venture to
consolidate the Bank of Alexandria with banks in Georgetown and Washington City.
Congress suggested this merger in 1816, along with a bill to charter more banks in
Washington, citing the inability ofmen of"unquestioned solvency" and the "highest
respectability" to borrow due to the limited amount ofbank capital available.
Alexandrians had tried to correct this problem-one created in large part by the Bank of
Alexandria's policy of making loans equal only to twice the amount ofpaid in capital-
by chartering more banks. 132
The Bank of Potomac, founded in 1805 and whose board of directors was made
up of the same mix ofplanters and merchants as the current board of Alexandria's first
bank, did not generate any significant increase in capital. In 1810 the petition for the
chartering of the Farmers' Bank, in wording very similar to the 1792 petition for the Bank
ofAlexandria, cited lack of capital as the reason for requesting yet another bank.
130 CCM, 29 December, 1819; Miller, Artisans; United States, Index to the 1820
Census (Washington, DC).
131 Baltimore, 43.
132 Fauber, Bank of Alexandria, 27, 20.
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Substantial amounts of long-term deposits would have been necessary to support a more
aggressive lending policy; in the early nineteenth century, the majority of deposits in
Alexandria's banks were short-term. But in spite of a lack of sufficient banking capital to
support merchants' and importer's activities, Alexandria's bankers continued, through the
second decade of the nineteenth century, to "recommen[d] moderation in expansion.,,133
By 1818, thirteen banks were organized in the District, six of them in Alexandria.
And while many observers recognized that a seaport town frequently had "trade ... not in
proportion to population, still six banks [in Alexandria] ... seemed too many.,,134 And
although agreeing that there were too many banks, consolidation was not the answer,
according to the directors of the Bank ofAlexandria. They objected to the disruption that
would occur under consolidation and suggested that other, less successful banks should
be eliminated, by refusal to renew their charters or by consolidation ofbanks within
Washington City itself, leaving the Bank ofAlexandria to Alexandrians. They believed
their methods of refusing to speculate or rely on "fictitious capital" to be the more
desirable way of doing business and insisted on their autonomy. Unfortunately, the
autonomy ofAlexandria's banks did not generate the expected investment capital. The
opening ofnew banks merely diluted the capital of the older banks. In 1826 the total
assets of the four surviving Alexandria banks were only slightly more than the total bank
133 Charter of the Bank ofPotomac, LH; Duffy, "Decline," 106; Fauber, Bank of
Alexandria, 66, 24.
134 John Joseph Walsh, "Early Banks in the District of Columbia, 1792-1818,"
(Ph.D. diss, Catholic University ofAmerica, 1940),53.
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assets in 1810. 135
Alexandria wanted to benefit financially from its close proximity to the nation's
capital, but the town fathers did not want to come under Washington's jurisdiction. In
(802, the residents stated that the "interests of the citizens [were] best served by separate
municipal governments for the two parts of the District." In 1803 residents again
expressed their satisfaction with the status quo, stating that they "wished to pursue their
[interests] with as little interruption as possible ... [and] wish the inhabitants of
Washington would be satisfied with confining their cares and attentions to their own
affairs.,,136 These sentiments were repeated in 1818, when the Alexandria Common
Council sent a resolution to Congress stating that establishment of a local government
would not "comport with the interests or inclinations of the people of Alexandria.,,137
Many of the residents expressed satisfaction with the level of cooperation between
themselves and the Congress, emphasized the differences between themselves and their
neighbors, and wanted to maintain those differences and distinctions.
Alexandria did, however, cooperate with Washington City and Georgetown when
it was in their best interest. Some of these alliances were more successful than others.
Alexandria contracted with Georgetown for a canal and a bridge, to serve their mutual
economic interests. Opinions were divided over how to proceed, although these two
projects were eventually completed. But the results of this association were unfortunate.
135 Fauber, Bank of Alexandria, 29; Duffy, "Decline," 114.
136 Thomas M. Flaherty, "Memorandum to the United States Congress, Regarding
the Relationship ofAlexandria to the District of Columbia, 1800-1846," LH, 4-5.
137 CCM, 29 December, 1818.
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The canal, sought by Georgetown, only served to hinder the river access for Alexandria
and the bridge that Alexandria fought for blocked the river for the larger ships, to the
detriment ofupriver Georgetown. 138 The Alexandria Common Council agreed with an
1819 resolution from those across the river regarding quarantine during a yellow fever
epidemic. In 1820 the Council agreed unanimously with Washington on the appointment
of a commission to consider lowering the minimum dollar amount ofbank notes that
could be issued by Alexandria's banks. Agreement was also unanimous, on the other
hand, that it was "not expedient to unite with the Citizens ofWashington & Georgetown
in the establishment of a penitentiary." 139
One ofthe reasons offered by contemporaries and historians for Alexandria's
economic woes was the lack of federal buildings on its side of the river. But examination
of the record raises questions as to the legitimacy of this complaint. Not only is there no
record ofpetitions for public buildings on the Virginia side, no evidence exists of any
challenge to Congress's requirement that all federal building take place on the Maryland
side. 140 It is also questionable whether Alexandria would have derived sufficient benefit,
had this restriction been successfully challenged, to seriously compete with Baltimore.
Some jobs would have been created for local artisans, but the federal government relied
on slaves for much of the unskilled labor needed in the construction of official buildings,
138 Young, Washington Community, 24.
139 CCM, 18 December 1819,21 November 1820.
140 "An Act for establishing the temporary and permanent seat of the Government
of the United States," July 16, 1790, Annals, 1st Cong., 2nd Sess., Vol II, 2293-94. As
noted above, a Virginia petition originally suggested this restriction.
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and recruited artisans from Europe for the more highly skilled tasks. There may have been
some increased housing construction to accommodate those who chose to live and work
on the Virginia side. But most of the permanent residents built homes in clusters,
choosing locations no more than a short carriage ride to the White House or the
C . 1141aplto.
No direct tax benefits would be gained by the erection of federal buildings on the
Virginia side of the Potomac. Once the original land areas were ceded the federal
government paid no further compensation to the local residents for later appropriation of
their land, nor were taxes paid on the buildings themselves. The federal employees did
not pay local taxes, so it is questionable what economic benefits Alexandria would have
realized from the construction of federal buildings. 142
Alexandria did benefit from its proximity to the federal city, with or without
government buildings or federal employees as residents. There were increases in local
manufacturing in Washington, but even as late as 1832, there were few mercantile
establishments. As a result, Washingtonians did most oftheir shopping in Alexandria,
helping to maintain Alexandria's large numbers of merchants. 143 While Washington and
Georgetown continued to expand something more than shops were needed to maintain
141 Young, Washington Community, 21, 71.
142 Green, "The'Jacksonian Revolution' in the District of Columbia," Mississippi
Valley Historical Review 4 (March 1959): 591-605.
143 Young, Washington Community, 24. Jackson, in Chronicles, and Wilson, in
Washington, make numerous references to the goods and services available across the
river in Alexandria. Also see Elbridge Gerry, The Diary of Elbridge Gerry, Jr. (New
York: Brentano's Publishers, 1927), passim.
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Alexandria's economy.
Another complaint that does not hold up under scrutiny is that Congress failed to
respond to the petitions ofAlexandria residents. Alexandria1s merchants and council
members would later blame Congress's inattention to their petitions as cause for
economic stagnation. As previously indicated, Alexandrians made little use of the
petitioning process. But even ifused only sparingly, those who did petition were among
the most prominent citizens, and their petitions would have carried considerable weight.
Moreover, two of the three members of the D. C. Board of Commissioners, William
Cranch and William Thornton, were Alexandrians. Their presence would have given
Al dri . . th . I 1 144exan a a strong vOIce m e crucla ear y years.
A Congressional Commission was created in 1808 to replace the D. C. Board, and
was headed for another two decades by the aforementioned Cranch. 145 A review of the
records relating to the Commission further weakens the contention that Congress paid
scant attention to Alexandria's petitions. The Bank of Alexandria's charter was due to
expire in March 1811. The vote on the renewal had to wait until Congress debated
extending the charter of the Bank of the United States. The federal bank's charter
contained a clause forbidding the chartering, or charter renewal, of any local banks. On
January 31, 1811, the Senate rejected the petition of the Bank of the U.S. With this
roadblock removed, Congress "almost simultaneously" approved the petition of the Bank
144 Annals, 6th Cong., Appendix, 1325.
145 Williams, Harold Douglas, "Private Indebtedness in the District of Columbia:
A History 1800-1850," Ph.D. diss, George Washington University, 1983,41.
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ofAlexandria on February 6. 146 The federal government also acted quickly to renew the·
charters of the town's other three existing banks in 1811. Congress had earlier approved
incorporation ofthe Alexandria and Washington Turnpike and Bridge Company in 1806,
with Alexandria entitled to all tolls collected. This project included a bridge over one of
Alexandria's creeks connected by a toll road to the Georgetown Ferry, and was completed
by 1810. Federal funds were also appropriated for river and wharf improvements in the
form of aid to the nearby Goose Creek Canal Company in 1816. Aside from these specific
instances, the majority of the petitions submitted had to do with city charter changes,
which were generally approved. 147 These petitions allowed Alexandrians to govern their
own town, and to raise taxes as deemed necessary for internal improvements.
The issue of operating under the antiquated laws ofVirginia even after ceding
their territory to the federal government can similarly be challenged. In one case, that of
debt relief, wealthy landowners of Fairfax County, including many who were also
Alexandria residents, actually benefited from Virginia's old laws. Unlike the residents of
Maryland, Virginia's debtors could not be forced to cede land to satisfy debts. This put a
strain on many small creditors who could not collect the debts owed to them; the
wealthier merchant-creditors could more easily absorb the losses. But it worked to the
advantage of the wealthy merchants who, as debtors, had their assets protected. In 1800
Congress wrote a federal debt relief bill, designed to be more humanitarian than older
state codes that still imprisoned people for even small debts. Specific allowances were
146 Fauber, Bank of Alexandria, 20.
147 Annals, 10th Cong., 1st Sess., Vol. II, Appendix, 2819, 2854; Caton, Legisla-
tive Chronicles, 30, 133, 137,204: Miller, Artisans, vol. 2,230.
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made for Alexandria in its 1804 Charter revision designed to ease the transition from the
old state laws to the new federal law. Changes were again made in 1812 affording
Alexandria's debtors the same time protections as the rest of the nation. 148 The only
example of a petition addressing the old laws of Virginia under which Alexandria still
functioned was in the area ofpenal codes, and that one was approved. Finally, the
argument that Alexandrians vociferously sought retrocession from the beginning of their
inclusion in the District can be challenged. There was only one actual petition for
retrocession prior to 1846, bearing only a small number of signatures. 149
Other factors contributed to Alexandria's economic condition that had little if
anything to do with its connection to Washington, D.C. For example, with so much of
Alexandria's economy dependent upon local sales of imports, merchants were very
susceptible to trade disruptions brought about by the Napoleonic Wars, Jefferson's 1807
embargo, and the War of 1812. The 1815 Corn Laws, limiting British imports of wheat,
hurt Alexandria while barely affecting Baltimore, as that city had never relied as heavily
upon trade with Britain as had Alexandria. The Panic of 1819 further contributed to
Alexandria's stifled growth. Transportation improvements such as canals helped
Baltimore to rise, while Alexandria and Georgetown were still engaged in the dispute
148 Williams, "Private Indebtedness," 15; Annals, 8th Cong., 1st Sess., Appendix,
1264, 12th Cong., Appendix, 2323.
149 Flaherty's "Memorandum" makes these contentions, and a reading of the
Congressional Record from 1800 through 1820 confirms his conclusions. Even in 1846,
when retrocession was finally achieved, the residents of the town of Alexandria, not the
wealthy landlords still residing in the county, voted for severing ties with the District. The
old guard was content with things as they were.
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over building their own canal. The natural barriers in the Potomac above Alexandria,
which would not be surmounted until the coming of the railroads in the l830s, continued
to restrict the local economy.
Alexandria's business leaders clung to their old ways while Baltimoreans were
finding new ways to prosper. Alexandria's Council remained under control of the elite; in
Baltimore mechanics and tradesmen were replacing the conservative merchants and the
landed gentry. Baltimore established eighty-two different corporations between 1787 and
1815, including ten insurance companies, seven turnpike road companies, two bridge
companies, and one water company. This is an impressive demonstration of expansion, as
only one corporation, for fire insurance, existed in Baltimore prior to 1790. Three new
textile factories were built in Baltimore between 1807 and 1812. Iron forges, unsuccessful
in Alexandria due to the time and cost involved in transporting raw materials, prospered
in Baltimore. Baltimore was home to a number of large flour-miller merchants, most of
whom came from Philadelphia and brought with them their European connections. When
the War of 1812 approached, many ofBaltimore's large flour exporters switched to
textiles for domestic markets, and were able to weather the storm of the war. Alexandria's
exporters made no such adjustment. Even if they had been so inclined, the lack of
d h d · 150waterpower woul aveprevente It.
The 1810 manufacturing census indicated twenty-four different types of
manufacturing concerns in Baltimore, compared to only ten in Alexandria. The general
150 Browne, Baltimore, 53,20. There has been much written on the problems with
Potomac River navigation and the river's inadequacy for water-powered mills. One of the
best is Merritt Roe Smith's Harpers Ferry Armory and the New Technology: The
Challenge of Change (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1977).
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census provides more evidence ofBaltimore's growth. A comparison ofBaltimore in
1800 with 1810 shows a decline in the number ofpersons engaged in maritime activities.
This was due to the increased, albeit temporary, emphasis on manufacturing rather than
exporting and the maritime depression, both brought about by the embargo of 1807-09.
Another significant decline was in the numbers employed in hotels and inns. However,
there was an increase in the number ofpeople engaged in the white-collar professions,
including attorneys, physicians, clergy, and teachers. The most dramatic increase was
from four "bookkeepers" in 1800 to thirty-eight "accountants" in 1810, representing the
attendant increase in the size and scope ofbusiness enterprises. l5l
One particular event epitomized differences between Alexandria and Baltimore.
That event was the Baltimoreans' heroic action against the British when their town was
invaded in 1814. Browne notes that "Baltimore was the only American community which
successfully resisted British bombardment." In contrast, Alexandrians paid tribute to the
invaders in exchange for the British not burning their town. The British made offwith
fourteen ships, loaded with 1,000 hogsheads of tobacco, 16,000 barrels of flour, 150 bales
of cotton, and $5,000 worth ofmiscellaneous items.152 Baltimore became particularly
attractive to immigrants as well as migrants from northern cities and New England. And
while it may be unfair to compare the small town efforts of Alexandria to the larger scale
operation ofBaltimore, Alexandria's reputation suffered nonetheless.
151 Coxe, Statement, 168; Browne, Baltimore, 59; Third and Fourth Census' of
the Unites States, Washington, DC; Miller, Artisans.
152 Browne, Baltimore, 65; Niles, 7 (29 August 1814): 252.
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Conclusion
The tobacco warehouse erected along the Potomac in 1732 was the creation of a group of
planter-merchants who reflected a century of colonial Virginia success. This was
characterized by elegant country seats, disdain for artisans and mechanics, a high degree
of autonomy from outside governing bodies, and a reliance on the production and export
of tobacco aided, since 1707, by credit supplied by the Scots. The town of Alexandria was
founded and governed by men with philosophies similar to those earlier Virginians who
saw their colony become the most economically successful of England and Great
Britain's North American possessions. It is not surprising, therefore, that many of them
believed business as usual would enable them to realize the goal of rising to the
commercial level of their northern rival, Baltimore, Maryland.
While southern Maryland followed many of the same paths as those ofVirginia,
Baltimore followed a different path to success. Less reliance on trade with Great Britain,
the development of a re-export trade, significant coastwise trade, diverse local
manufactures, and a welcoming atmosphere for artisans and mechanics provided
opportunities for Baltimore to grow. Virginians in general and Alexandrians in particular
chose not to follow these routes. One choice that Alexandrians did make proved futile.
Tidewater residents, particularly George Washington, placed far too much hope on the
future navigability of the Potomac, but were unable to conquer the river's natural barriers.
Many changes took place in Alexandria from 1749 to 1790, but they were offset
by many other factors that remained unaltered. Wheat production, becoming an important
market commodity in the 1760s, would by the 1790s replace tobacco as the leading
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export, and the Revolution would see the retreat of the Scots. Alexandria's population
increased substantially after 1769 and a significant portion of the post-revolutionary
population were artisans and mechanics. But the Common Council-replacing the
original Trustees Council in 1779-continued to be dominated by wealthy planters,
planter-merchants, and absentee landlords who saw to it that the governance of the town
was basically unchanged. Many goods formerly imported were now manufactured in
Alexandria, but local manufactures continued to be earmarked for local consumption.
Few local residents were shipowners themselves, nor did any significant number develop
coastwise trade. During this same period, Baltimore experienced substantial population
increases, especially among artisans and mechanics, and improved their roads to the point
that they were taking much of the produce ofnorthern Virginia, produce that otherwise
would have been channeled through Alexandria.
Many ofAlexandria's trustees, councilmen, and property owners continued to be
residents ofFairfax County in addition to-and in some cases instead of-Alexandria,
and their principal interests lay outside the town. These absentee landlords were
responsible for Alexandria's slow growth in its early years and contributed to municipal
problems well into the next century. This absentee status may be one explanation why the
petitioning process, widely utilized throughout much ofVirginia, was not put to very
frequent use in Alexandria. Of the few petitions that were presented to the Virginia
Assembly many were rejected, providing no relief for problems besetting Alexandria,
such as poorly maintained roads and high import duties, situations that benefited
Baltimore.
After 1790, the seaport activities ofAlexandria declined along with Virginia's as
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a whole while Baltimore enjoyed more success. Alexandria's economy remained
dependent upon agricultural expOlis of wheat and, to a lesser degree, tobacco, and the
merchants continued to import a large number of their consumer goods, without adding
any local manufactures to their exports. Alexandria's one major effort to improve its
commercial position, the Potomac Navigation Company, was beset with problems and
never realized its organizers' dreams.
Alexandria's economy retained many of its eighteenth century characteristics.
Coastwise trade was not significant and there were few local shipowners. In spite of the
increasing artisan population--and to the detriment of local manufactures-imports
continued to be heavy. The control of the town and its economy remained much as it had
been, while the leadership of Baltimore was changing. In the city on the Patapsco the
wealthy planters and planter-merchants who originally controlled the government and the
economy were, by the end of the eighteenth century, replaced by forward-looking
businessmen. These men were part ofBaltimore's developing middle class. This change
....
in leadership resulted in an increase in the number of corporations, an aggressive banking
philosophy, and the creation of an environment that drew large numbers of new residents.
A number ofproblems arose in Alexandria during the final decade of the
eighteenth century that would continue through the first two decades of the nineteenth,
and which would not be offset by Alexandria's inclusion in the District of Columbia.
Absentee landlords contributed to municipal problems, as did tax delinquents. Merchants
recognized the need for increased capital, but took a very conservative approach to
banking. The tobacco trade declined considerably leading Alexandrians to pin more of
their hopes on the export of grain.
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This same decade, on the other hand, witnessed a number of opportunities for
growth offered by the impending arrival of Congress. Extension of streets to the proposed
District line provided jobs and enhanced the town overall. A number of new businesses
opened to provide goods and services for Alexandria's new neighbors, and the Bank of
Alexandria saw its status elevated by its designation as an official U. S. collections bank.
By 1800, when the town officially became part of the District of Columbia, the
paths followed by Alexandria residents since the founding of the town had set the stage
for the next two decades. A large portion of the town leaders were still absentee
landlords, comfortable in their county residences, and paying less attention than they
might have to municipal problems in Alexandria itself. The predominant source of
income continued to be grain exports, temporarily buoyed by the Napoleonic Wars, the
1807-09 Embargo, and the War of 1812. But at the same time these disruptions had a
negative effect on imports, and Alexandrians made no attempt to manufacture substitute
commodities. When the situation in Europe stabilized there was a decline in the market
for grain exports and Alexandria's economy suffered.
During the first two decades of Alexandria's tenure as part of the District of
Columbia, contrary to complaints from contemporaries, there were opportunities for
growth. The number of new commercial establishments, starting to grow in the 1790s,
accelerated after 1800. Congress suggested a consolidation ofbanks in Alexandria with
those of Washington and Georgetown, a move that could have improved the overall
..
capital position, and possibly introduced more aggressive-and more successful-lending
policies. Alignment with the District's jail, a proposal unanimously rejected in 1820, may
have provided some relief for Alexandria's tax base, and placing itselfunder the
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jurisdiction of Washington, D.C. could also have eased many ofthe tax burdens of
Alexandrians and perhaps helped solve the problem of tax delinquencies. But
Alexandria's Common Council consistently rebuffed these overtures, insisting on
autonomy and often expressing satisfaction with things as they were. Congress, aided by
the D. C. Commissioners and later the Congressional Commission, both bodies led by
Alexandrian Judge Cranch, afforded the Corporation of Alexandria wide latitude in the
governance of its town, and responded positively to petitions from the Common Council
and other residents.
Alexandrians expected fortune to come to them as a matter of course. Ironically,
they relied on the example of European capitals to fuel their optimism, the same
European capitals whose industry and artisan population they had for so long avoided.
But Alexandrians were not in a position, geographically or commercially, to compete
with Baltimore. Baltimore, with its advantageous location on the Patapsco, "a hundred
miles nearer the Ohio Valley [with its fertile land and plentiful market crops] than any
other American seaport" held the advantage over Alexandria and the Potomac. 153
Baltimore had, from the beginning, establ ished a more diverse economy than had
Alexandria, one that would sustain it through the crises of the early 1800s. When these
factors are considered, it can be seen that Alexandria was not destined for the commercial
success enjoyed by Baltimore. It is equally clear that Alexandria's attachment to the
federal district-in light of Alexandrians' reluctance to become full partners with
Washington--had little, if any, impact on the town's future, negative or otherwise.
153 GA' C' . 13reen, mencan ItJes, .
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Table 1
City Lots Purchased by Original Trustees
NAME STATUS LOTS PURCHASED
Alexander, Gerard Trustee 2
Alexander, John Relative 2
Carlyle, John Trustee 2
Dalton, John Trustee 2
Fairfax, George Trustee 1
Fairfax, Thomas Trustee 0
Fairfax, William Trustee 0
Osborn, Richard Trustee 0
Pagan, John Trustee 2
Ramsay, Anthony Relative 1
Ramsay, William Trustee 1
Washington, Augustine Relative 2
Washington, Laurence Trustee 2
West, Hugh Trustee 5
West, John Relative 2
Total 24
Source: Minutes of the Trustees of the City Council of the City of Alexandria,
1749-1800.
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Table 2
County of Residence of Origina1Property Owners
ofAlexandria, Virginia
(other than Trustees)
NAME
Champ, John
Chapman, Nathaniel
Fitzhugh, Wiiliam
Harrison, Nathaniel
Hicks, William
Lindon, Roger
Mason, George
Munday, William
Peyton, John
Piper, Harry
Salkeld, Henry
Stephen, Ada
Strother, William
Terrett, Wm. H.
Terrett, Pearson
Wormley, Ralph
AT FOUND1NG
unknown
Fairfax
Fairfax
unknown
unknown
unknown
Fairfax
Fairfax
unknown
unknown
unknown
unknown
unknown
Fairfax
Fairfax
unknown
AFTER FOUNDING
unknown
Fairfax
Fairfax
Fairfax
unknown
unknown
Fairfax
unknown
Loudon
unknown
unknown
'l11known
unknown
unknown
unknown
unknown
Source: Fairfax County List ofTithables 1748; Miller, Artisans.
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Table 3
Colonial Exports to England, 1770, 1790
(pounds sterling)
1770
Total Value Per Capita
1790
Total Value Per Capita
New England
Maryland
Virginia
489,000
398,000
783,000
0.84
1.96
1.75
842,000
482,000
678,000
0.83
1.51
0.91
Note: Values calculated in pounds sterling.
Source: James Shepherd and Gary Walton, Shipping, Maritime Trade, and the Economic
Development of Colonial North America (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
1974) 47. Walton and Shepherd, The Economic Rise of Earlv America (New York:
Cambridge University Press, 1979) 196.
Table 4
Registered Tonnage of Selected States
Employed in Foreign Trade 1799
State
Massachusetts
New York·
J
Pennsylvania
Maryland
Virginia
Tons
191,067
120,253
90,944
81,446
46,858
Source: Shepherd and Walton, Shipping, 43.
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Table 5
Populations of Alexandria and Baltimore, 1790-1820
1790 1800 1810 1820
Number/Percent NumberlPercent Number/Percent Number/Percent
of whole of whole of whole of whole
Alexandria
White 2153 78.3% 3727 75.0% 4903 67.8% 5742 68.8%
Free Black 52 1.9% 369 7.4% 836 11.6% 1168 14.0%
f-'
0
0 Slave 543 19.8% 875 17.6% 1488 20.6% 1435 17.2%
Tuials 2148 100.0% 49'!l 100.0% 7227 100.0% 8345 100.0%
Baltimore
White ! 1943 88.5% 20900 76.0% 27925 78.4% 45602 76.0%
Free Black 305 2.2% 3771 13.7% 3996 11.2% 10047 16.7%
Slave 1255 9.3% 2843 10.3% 3714 10.4% 4427 7.3%
Totals 13503 100.0% 27514 100.0% 35635 100.0% 60076 100.0%
Source: United States, Federal Census Reports, 1790,1800, 1810, 1820 (Washington, D. C.).
Table 6
Occupational Distribution of Heads
of Households
1800 1810
Alexandria Baltimore Alexandria Baltimore
Craftsmen 33.0% 36.0% _22.5% 35.4%
Merchants/Traders 25.0% 27.0% 17.0% 25.5%
Laborers 20.0% 16.0% 31.0% 16.5%
Manufacturing 5.0% 3.0% .-8.0% 7.0%
Professional 12.0% 6.0% 10.0% 6.4%'
Sailors 4.0% 7.0% 8.3% 3.5%
Gentlemen * * 1.2% 3.4%
Tavern/Innkeepers 1.0% 5.0% 2.0% 2.3%
Total 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0%
*Number is less than 1/1 Oth of 1%.
Note: "Craftsmen" includes skilled workers in the construction and shipbuilding trades as
well as artisans not involved in manufacturing; "Tavem/lnnkeepers" includes
boardinghouse owners; "Laborers" includes semiskilled as well as unskilled.
Source: Figures for Alexandria from "Alexandria Tax List and Census for 1800," Lloyd
House; Nicholas Veloz, "and 1810 Census and Personal Property Tax Rolls for
Alexandria, VA.", Lloyd House. Veloz's list is the result of exhaustive research into the
tax lists and land records, and is considered more reliable than the original census, now
destroyed, might have been. For Baltimore, the figures are from official census
manuscripts, interpreted by Browne (Baltimore, 61-62).
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